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Introduction

Ididn’t see the car until it was too late. 
It happened like this. In the dead of winter, I

decided to go for a bike ride. That’s always a challenge
if you live in the Chicago area, where winter can be
treacherous, but I planned to go early in the afternoon
while there was plenty of sunlight left. Things hap-
pened, my schedule got busy, and I didn’t get around
to my bike ride until almost 4:30 P.M. In the summer,
that would mean there was plenty of daylight left; in
January it meant that sundown was about forty min-
utes away. That was my first mistake. Since it was cold,
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I put on three or four layers of bulky clothing, then I
pulled a thermal liner over my head and put a winter
cap over the liner. That was my second mistake. Be-
cause it was late in the day, I ended up riding during
rush hour, as thousands of tired motorists were making
their way home. That was my third mistake. Part of
my route took me along a very busy street. That was
my fourth mistake. And I didn’t put a light on my bike
because I planned to be back before sundown. That
was my fifth mistake.

I had just crossed a major thoroughfare and was
heading toward an S curve. At the top of the S, there
was an intersection, but I wasn’t worried about it be-
cause you could only turn right, not left, which meant
that any car on the other street would turn in the same
direction I was going. However, cars often turned left
(illegally) at that intersection. I know because I’ve seen
it happen, and I’ve done it myself. But it was late in
the afternoon, the sun was rapidly disappearing, the
temperature was hovering in the low thirties, and the
road was filled with shadows. I saw a car across the in-
tersection, but I didn’t worry about it because I as-
sumed the driver would turn right. He didn’t. He
turned left, right into my path, ten feet away from me.
There was no question about what was going to hap-
pen. He was about to hit me, and I couldn’t do a thing
about it.

In the movies, when a person is about to have an
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accident (or be shot), the action is slowed down so that
person has time to review his whole life. I don’t know
if that really happens to people or not, but it didn’t
happen to me. I saw the car, knew it was going to hit
me, and had time to do nothing but yell. Not a word
or a phrase or a sentence, just a loud “Hey!” But it was
too late. He never saw me. The car hit me broadside,
which means the fender hit my leg and tossed me up
in the air. Actually, I’m taking that by faith because it
happened so fast that I don’t remember anything ex-
cept that one moment I was on my bike, and then I
was lying on the hood of his car. Momentarily stunned,
I looked up and saw his face through the windshield.
He looked at me like I was a man from Mars. Maybe
to him it was like one of those movie scenes where a
man comes falling out of the sky and lands on your
hood. He was so intent on quickly making his illegal
left turn that he hadn’t seen me in front of him.

And this is where the story takes an unusual turn.
The front of the car hit me and knocked me off my
bike onto the hood of his car. My bike landed in the
middle of the busy street. It had all the makings of a
disaster, but the disaster never happened. While lying
on the hood, I started wiggling my arms and legs and
the rest of my body. Everything seemed okay. I slid off
the hood and picked up my bike, which also seemed
unharmed. If there was any damage, it was to his car,
but I couldn’t even see a scratch. And, best of all, though
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it was a major street during rush hour, there was no
traffic coming either way at that moment. I had es-
caped unscathed, unhurt, with not even a bruise.
When I went over to the driver, all he could say was, “I
never saw you.” No kidding. So I told him I was okay,
said, “God bless you,” shook his hand, and off he went.
Shaken from the wreck, I walked my bike home.

But that’s not the end of the story. I told my wife
about it that evening, and then I forgot about it by the
next morning (which you tend to do when you have a
close call but no injuries). But my wife told several
people about it, and a friend came up to me later and
reminded me of what I had said at the end of my ser-
mon the day before the accident. Our church theme in
2003 was “Lord, Teach Us to Pray.” At the end of my
sermon on the first Sunday of the New Year, I did
something I had never done before. I asked the con-
gregation to earnestly pray for me during the coming
year. I even asked them not to come into the sanctuary
for the worship service without first praying for me.
The earnestness of my appeal took even me by surprise,
and several people later asked me why I asked for
prayer now, at that moment in time. I did not have a
clear answer to that question, but my friend did. She
said, “You asked us to pray for you this year. That was
on Sunday. The Lord knew you were going to have the
accident on Monday. He intended to protect you, and
that’s why He had you ask us to pray for you.” 
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As I have thought about it, I am sure my friend is
correct. There is more to the story than simply protec-
tion from a bike accident that should have been much
more. I believe the timing was not by accident. I be-
lieve God spared me through the prayers of others.
None of us will know until we get to heaven how many
times we were delivered from danger because someone
prayed for us. 

A Forgotten Spiritual Treasury

If you want to learn how to pray, there are two
main things you should do. First, you learn to pray by
praying. That’s the most basic step. Open your mouth
and start talking to God. If you come in Jesus’ name,
with a sincere heart, He will not turn you away. Sec-
ond, you learn to pray by listening to others as they
pray. For new Christians, this may be the most impor-
tant step of all. We tell new believers to get in a group
and just listen as others pray. Soon you’ll know how to
pray yourself. You learn by doing and by listening. And
one of the best ways to do this is to study the great
prayers of the Bible. There are many prayers in the
Bible, and each of them teaches us something impor-
tant, but there is an overlooked treasury of spiritual
truth close at hand—the prayers of the apostle Paul in
his epistles. These are the prayers Paul included in his
letters to the Philippians, the Colossians, the Ephe-
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sians, the Romans, and the Thessalonians. 
This little book is a journey through some signifi-

cant prayers that the great apostle prayed. Our goal is
three-fold: 

1. We want to know what Paul said when he
prayed.

2. We want to know what God is saying to us
through these ancient prayers.

3. We want our own prayers to become closer to
these great Bible prayers of Paul.

Chapter by chapter we’ll listen carefully to the
prayers of one of the greatest Christians who ever lived.
As we listen to his prayers, our own prayers will no
doubt be changed. Many of us have lived too long in
spiritual kindergarten when it comes to prayer. Some
Christians never get beyond the “bless Aunt Bessie”
level of prayer. When they pray, it’s “Bless my children,
bless my spouse, bless my friends, bless my church,
bless the sick, bless the poor, bless the missionaries,
and while you’re at it, Lord, bless everyone every-
where.” Now on one level, there is nothing wrong with
this sort of prayer if it is offered in sincerity. The bless-
ing of God is a wonderful thing, and we ought to ask
God to bless others. But there is more to prayer than
asking God to bless someone. The prayers of Paul will
challenge us to go both broader and deeper when we
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pray for others. 

Praying for Others 

For me, the challenge came early on. As I began to
study the prayers of Paul, a massive truth hit home
that I had never clearly seen before. In fact, so stunning
was the revelation, it felt as if the Holy Spirit slapped
me in the face. God is greatly glorified when we pray for
others. I don’t know why that had never hit me before,
but it hadn’t. I’m not sure I had ever thought about
praying for others as a means of glorifying God. But I
can think of at least five reasons why that is true.

God is glorified when we pray for others because:

1. We are responding to needs in a Christlike
manner. 

2. We are demonstrating that we believe God’s
Word about prayer is true. 

3. One part of the body of Christ is moving to
meet the needs of another part. 

4. We are partnering with God to further His
work in the world. 

5. He gets the praise and glory when the answers
come. 

Sometimes (often, perhaps) we may view interces-
sory prayer as a burden or even a distraction from the
“real work” of life. But nothing could be further from
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the truth. Our God is greatly honored when we take
time to pray for others. By our prayers we help those
for whom we pray, and we also bring glory to our heav-
enly Father. When the puny arm of man is linked to
the mighty arm of God’s omnipotence, miracles are let
loose on the earth.

Through intercessory prayer we partner with God
in helping those in need. The thought of partnering
with God is an exciting concept. It means that when I
am on my knees, I can make contact with the most
powerful force in the universe. As I pray, my motives
are purified, my faith is strengthened, and my heart is
focused on eternal things. When I pray, I am in touch
with Almighty God himself, the Creator of the heavens
and the earth. Through my halting words and my stum-
bling petitions, I join hands with God to bless others and
to advance His cause in the world. The Holy Spirit aids
me in linking up with the heart of God when I do not
know what to pray (Romans 8:26–27). By prayer I am
knocking holes in the darkness and rolling back Satan’s
evil dominion. This is why “the devil trembles when
he sees, the weakest saint upon his knees.”

We experience heightened joy as we see our prayers
being answered. This truth brings us face-to-face with
a question thoughtful believers sometimes ask. Why
does the church emphasize praying together? Isn’t it
just as effective for me to pray by myself? Why can’t I
pray while I ride my bike and you pray while you drive
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your car? The answer is, I can and you can, and we
should, but that doesn’t tell the whole story. There are
at least two things that happen when we pray together
that cannot happen when we pray alone. First, when
we pray together, our faith is mutually strengthened. If
we are in a small group, it is inevitable that some peo-
ple will come with strong faith, others with weak faith,
and others somewhere in-between. As we pray, the
prayers of one person will spark something in another
person and vice versa. And we all leave the prayer time
with stronger faith than we had in the beginning. Sec-
ond, when we pray together, the joy is multiplied when
the answers finally come. We’ve all seen this happen,
I’m sure. We may be praying for a loved one who is
desperately ill and for whom the outlook seems hope-
less. But when the doctor says, “I can’t explain it, but
she is much better today,” word spreads and all those
who prayed so long and so hard begin to laugh and cry
and hug each other. Our rejoicing is louder and longer
and more public when we have prayed together. 

A Place to Begin

I have several purposes in mind in writing this
book. I hope to encourage you to pray more inten-
tionally for other people. I suppose most of us pray for
others from time to time, yet we are often stymied be-
cause we don’t know what to say. The prayers of Paul
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help us at precisely that point. They give us models to
follow. Sometimes they will help us find the very words
to say. And I hope to encourage you to pray more
intention ally with other people. There is enormous
power unleashed when believers come together to seek
the Lord. 

Each chapter of this book covers a single prayer by
the apostle Paul. I haven’t tried to cover every prayer
Paul prayed. Instead, I have focused on those prayers
that present different aspects of the Christian life. You
will discover in this book a prayer for discernment
(Chapter 1), a prayer for knowledge (Chapter 2), a
prayer for enlightenment (Chapter 3), a prayer for
power (Chapter 4), a prayer for endurance (Chapter
5), and a prayer for stability (Chapter 6). And, as you
will discover, this little book is not a commentary on
every aspect of these six prayers. My main goal in each
chapter is to take each prayer, pick it up, shake it a
little bit, and then turn it upside down and see what
falls out first. The part that falls out first will always be
the key thought of the prayer. Paul did not pray “ran-
dom” prayers that wandered from here to there with
no rhyme or reason. Certainly some of his longer
prayers may seem that way, but a closer examination
will always show that no matter how long or complex
the prayer may be, Paul always had only one major
thought in mind for each prayer. That is, he prayed for
one main thing and one main thing only in Philippians
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1. And that “one thing” was different from what he
prayed in Colossians 1 or 2 Thessalonians 2. 

My goal will be accomplished only if this book ac-
tually helps you pray more effectively. And that’s why
we’ll focus on the key thought of each prayer. And
that’s also why we’ll pass over some of the secondary
details. Each chapter begins with the prayer as we find
it in the New Testament. And each chapter ends with a
rewording of the prayer in contemporary language to
help you put Paul’s words into your own words.

No matter where you are on your spiritual journey,
the prayers of Paul will help you take another step in
the right direction. They show us how to pray, and if
we listen to them carefully, they also make us want to
pray. That has been my experience, and I hope it will
be yours as well. 
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There are several ways to read this book. The
simplest way is to read it straight through—

which won’t take very long. But that’s probably not the
best way to learn the prayers of Paul. You’ll get the
greatest benefit from reading one chapter at a time and
pondering its meaning. Since this is not a mystery
novel, don’t feel as if you have to hurry through it to
find out how it ends. The prayers of Paul are more suited
to a leisurely stroll than to a hundred-yard dash. Read
a little bit, think about it, and then take time to pray.
Feel free to underline the text and to jot down ques-
tions and personal insights in the margin. You may
want to use it as part of your daily quiet time with the
Lord or you might enjoy reading it as part of a small
group Bible study or a Sunday school class. I think
you’ll probably grow faster if you study it with other
Christians who are also committed to spiritual growth.
As iron sharpens iron, your friends will have insights
you missed, and you will discover truth they didn’t see.
As you listen to others pray, you will dis cover how the
prayers of Paul can shape your own walk with God.

Note to
the Reader
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This is your book and I want it to help you. I have a
friend who has taken the prayers of Paul and uses them
every day as a guide to help him pray for others. He
has printed them out and left blanks at certain points
so he can insert the names of friends and loved ones.
By doing this he has made Paul’s prayers his own, and
has found a way to pray effectively for others. At the
end of each chapter, I have offered a contemporary
version of each prayer. You might enjoy doing the same
thing so that you end up with your own personal ver-
sion of these ancient prayers.

No matter how you read this book, maximum im-
pact will come chapter by chapter, prayer by prayer, as
you ponder the way Paul prayed for others. As you will
discover, Paul had the gift of packing enormous truth
into just a few words. Where we might take a hundred
words to say something, Paul could say it in less than a
sentence. To take just one example, at one point Paul
prays that his readers might “be filled to the measure of
all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:19). You could
easily spend a week, a month, a year, or a lifetime un-
derstanding and applying the meaning of those eleven
words.

So the message is simple: Take your time as you
read this book. Read it slowly, think about what it says,
and then start making Paul’s prayeers your own. The
more time you take, the greater the impact will be in
your own life.
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PH I L I P P I AN S  1 : 9 – 1 1

“And this is my prayer: that your love may

abound more and more in knowledge and depth

of insight, so that you may be able to discern

what is best and may be pure and blameless

until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of

righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—

to the glory and praise of God.” 

%
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Don’t Settle
for Second Best

How would you rate your prayer life? If you
had to give yourself a grade, would it be an

A, B, C, D, or F? Or would you choose the word “in-
complete”? Before you decide on an answer, let’s phrase
the question another way. Is your prayer life A) Excel-
lent, B) Above average, C) Average, D) Below average,
or F) “I need big help!” Probably many of us would
choose F simply because we feel our prayer life truly
does need help.

As we think about prayer, let’s begin with three
simple statements:
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1. Prayer is both the easiest and hardest discipline of
the Christian life. It is the easiest in that the
youngest child and the newest Christian can
learn to pray. Even the slightest motion of the
soul toward God is a form of genuine prayer. If
a person says, “Lord, have mercy,” he is truly
praying. But prayer is also the hardest disci-
pline. It is difficult to maintain a consistent
prayer life. In a sense it is easy to enroll in the
School of Prayer but hard to get a graduate de-
gree.

2. Almost everyone prays, believers and non-believers,
and almost everyone feels he can improve in
this area. Even in our best moments, we still
must admit that we have barely touched the
hem of the Master’s garment in the arena of
prayer.

3. Prayer presents us with both theological and prac-
tical problems. On one level, we are faced with
difficult questions regarding the sovereignty of
God and human free will. While those ques-
tions are important, I am not going to address
them in this chapter. I would rather tackle the
challenge of prayer on a purely practical level.
When we pray, what should we pray for? I am
much more interested in the “what” and “how”
of prayer that pertains to us every day.
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“Prayer is the very sword of the saints,” said Francis
Thompson. If that is true, why do we often keep the
sword in the scabbard? Lee Roberson called prayer “the
Christian’s secret weapon, forged in the realms of
glory.” Why, then, do we not use it more effectively?
Often we simply don’t know what to say when we pray.
I’m thinking especially of those moments when we
begin to pray for others beyond our most intimate
circle. What do you do when you have a large list of
people to pray for, including friends, loved ones,
neighbors, co-workers, missionaries, and others whom
you hardly know at all? Our usual response is to pray
like this: “Lord, uh . . . uh . . . uh . . . bless Sally.” Then
we go to the next name: “And . . . uh . . . please bless
Bill.” Then we go to the next name: “Uh . . . Lord, I
ask You to really bless our missionaries in Ghana.” And
on it goes. As one man remarked, if you took the word
“bless” out of our prayer vocabularies, some of us
would never pray again. While I believe it is perfectly
appropriate to ask God to bless people, I think we can
move far beyond that and, in so doing, dramatically
increase the effectiveness of our prayers. We can use
Paul’s prayers for the Philippians as blueprints for pow-
erful praying. Philippians 1:9–11 is a prayer that fits
virtually every situation we may face. If we understand
the meaning of Paul’s words, we can truly pray for any-
one about anything. 

This is a case where we do not have to wonder
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about the theme of Paul’s prayer. It is spelled out for us
in verse 10. The heart of his prayer is his request “that
you may be able to discern what is best.” This is a
prayer for spiritual discernment. Here’s my version of
Paul’s prayer: 

I pray that you will know:

The good from the bad,

The better from the good, and

The best from the better.

As I thought about this request, my mind drifted
to the motto of the public high school in the village
where I live. If you look at the school’s Web site, it
contains a shield with a Greek word written across it.
The word is tagarista, which means “those things that
are best.” It’s a noble goal—both for a high school and
for an individual’s life—to pursue tagarista. The people
who proposed this motto for the high school under-
stood that there is a moral dimension to all education.
That is, the very notion that there is “the best” presup-
poses a better, a good, a not-so-good, and a definitely
bad. You can hardly choose “those things that are best”
unless you know what they are, and you cannot know
what they are unless you know what is “the best.” This
means that education in its truest sense is more than
the impartation of facts about geometry, biology,
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American history, or English literature. It is also an
understanding of a moral framework that enables us
to make proper judgments about the good, the better,
and the best (not to mention the bad, the very bad,
and the worst). But apart from God, how will we know
the good from the bad, the better from the good, and
the best from the better? The answer is, we won’t. Edu-
cation alone will never lead us to tagarista. Education
gives us knowledge, but to choose those things that are
best, we need the wisdom that comes from God, and
that’s why Paul prayed this prayer.

Three Requests 

Paul’s prayer begins with three requests for the
Philippian believers. As we pray for others, we should
feel perfectly free to include these three requests as our
own. 

Abounding Love 

“And this is my prayer: that your love may abound
more and more” (Philippians 1:9a). Imagine an empty
cup slowly being filled with water. When the water
reaches the brim, it begins to overflow down the sides
of the cup. That’s the picture Paul has in mind—love
filling the hearts of the Philippians until it overflows.
Almost all of Paul’s prayers in the New Testament begin
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with a petition for love. That’s because love is supreme
among the Christian virtues. It alone will last forever
(1 Corinthians 13:8, 13). No matter how much love
we have, our love can always increase. He is praying
that they would love more people and would love them
in a greater way. We might ask if Paul is thinking about
(1) love for God, (2) love for fellow Christians, and/or
(3) love for non-Christians. The answer of course is yes,
all of the above. The text is not specific because our
love for God is always tied to our love for other people.
If a man says he loves God and hates his brother, he is a
liar (1 John 4:20). Love is the supreme grace. You can
never have too much of it. You can never have enough of it.
Paul is saying, “I pray that God will make you an over-
flowing fountain of love.” He is praying that they might
become “Super Lovers.” There is an amazing scene at
the end of the movie Marvin’s Room.1 Bessie, played by
Diane Keaton, has cared for her ill father and her aunt
for twenty years. After learning that she has leukemia,
Bessie receives a visit from her estranged sister, Lee,
played by Meryl Streep. Bessie tells Lee, “I’ve been lucky
to have had so much love in my life.” Lee agrees that
their father and aunt really do love her. Bessie seems
taken aback for a moment. Her sister doesn’t under-
stand. Bessie doesn’t mean she’s lucky to be loved; she
means she is lucky to have had so much love to give to
others.

Lucky to love. What an amazing perspective. If we
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are full of God’s love, it will overflow to others. It’s not
enough to be kind and polite. Our love must constantly
be growing. So I ask a question at this point: Why does
Paul pray for overflowing love? The answer is that when
hard times come, we naturally start to pull away from
other people and start focusing on our own problems.
Sometimes Christian love is the first casualty of hard
times. It’s so easy to become self-centered, demanding,
and myopic. If our marriage is in trouble, that’s all we
talk about. If our children are not doing well, that’s all
we talk about. If we have health problems, that’s all we
talk about. If we have lost a job, that’s all we talk about.
It’s all about us, our problems, our struggles, and our
hardships. We hardly have time or energy for anything
else. And sometimes our distress is so great that we be-
come vicious, turning on those we love the most. But
it doesn’t have to be that way. Some people build walls
through their trials that keep people an arm’s length
away. Others build bridges so they can connect with
and serve God’s people. I received a wonderful note
from a friend who wrote:

“Life is so good with God in the center. Now prob-
lems turn into solutions, fear turns into hope,
anger turns to love. I’m free in God, and it’s the
best place to be. I’ve learned to take risks and face
challenges. I take no credit for any of this. To God
be all the glory. He never let go. He took me from
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a bitter, unhappy, depressed alcoholic and gave me
the wings of eagles, soaring to heights I never
dreamed possible. He’s given me his words to share
with other alcoholics, restored my family, and
filled me with his love each day.”

That testimony is wonderful in many respects, not
least because it perfectly illustrates what it means to have
love overflowing in your life. Only God can do that,
and He does it wherever He can find a willing heart.

It’s easy to understand why Paul’s prayer begins
with love. Since we live in a fallen world, we often find
ourselves surrounded by irritable, petulant, cranky, an-
noying, aggravating, frustrating, crabby, unreasonable,
and cantankerous people. And that’s on a good day!
Sometimes people will do or say foolish things to de-
liberately irritate us. And let’s face it—some people are
just very hard to love. What do we do then? There are
many answers to that question, but our text suggests
one very practical answer: We should pray for our love
to increase. 

It’s one thing to pray, “Lord, get this fool away
from me before I say something I shouldn’t,” and it’s
another thing to pray, “Lord, please change this person
so he won’t be so obnoxious.” But it’s something else
entirely to pray, “Lord, I really don’t care for this per-
son. I don’t like this person. He gets on my nerves.
He’s a total jerk. He’s a bossy, dominating, opinionated
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fool. I don’t even want to love him or like him, and I
prefer not to be around him at all. I now ask you to by-
pass my feelings and do whatever it takes to increase
my love. I’m low on love, Lord, and I ask You to fill me
up.” That’s a prayer God will be glad to answer. By the
way, I’m in favor of honest prayer. Why not be straight-
forward with God about the way we feel? David
poured out his soul to the Lord and in the process used
colorful language to describe his enemies. God knows
how you feel anyway. It’s not as if when you say that
you can’t stand someone the Lord says, “I’m surprised
to hear that. I thought you liked them.” 

On more than one occasion I have poured out my
frustrations about people to the Lord and then said,
“Lord, You know how I feel. I now ask You to overlook
all that I’ve said and bless the person anyway.” And
then, “Lord, do a work of healing in my heart so that I
can love as I ought.” Love is the glue that holds the
human race together. It enables us to overlook the
faults of others while acknowledging that we ourselves
are far from perfect. 

Growing Knowledge 

“In knowledge and depth of insight” (Philippians
1:9b). Paul’s prayer continues with a request that the
Philippians might grow in their knowledge of God. This
sort of knowledge goes beyond factual information. It
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is a kind of knowing that comes from a deep, personal,
and intimate relationship with another person. In con-
text, Paul is asking that their love express itself in an
intimate knowledge of who God is. The Greek word
for “insight” speaks of moral discrimination, the ability
to look at various options and to say, “This one is good.
That’s not so good. This one is better. That one is
best.” 

Sometimes we say, “Love is blind.” On the con-
trary, God says, “Love needs clear vision.” Our love
needs the guidance of knowledge and deep insight or
else we will end up loving things we ought not to love
—and entering into relationships that are not good for
us. While love is supreme, it is never enough. 

Not every relationship is a good relationship.

Not every choice is a good choice.

Not every friendship is good for us.

Not every job is a wise career move.

Not every roommate is a healthy choice.

Not every purchase is a wise use of our money.

We make our choices, and then our choices turn
around and make us. As a tiny rudder guides a massive
ship, our lives often turn on small decisions and unex-
pected events. An unplanned phone call, a chance con-
versation in the hallway, a friend we “happened” to meet
in a restaurant, a fragment of a remembered dream, a
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book we meant to return but didn’t, the dry cleaning we
forgot to pick up, a newspaper story that led to an idea
that became a dissertation topic that earned a degree
that opened a door to a job in another country. It hap-
pens all the time. Every day we make hundreds of deci-
sions, most of them made either by habit or on the spur
of the moment. 

Will I get up in the morning?

Will I take a shower?

Will I eat breakfast?

Will I go to work today?

If so, will I take the car or ride the train?

If I take the car, will I listen to the radio or a CD?

If I ride the train, what will I read while I’m on the

train?

Who will I greet first at work?

Who will I see before first period starts at school?

Who will I meet for lunch? 

What will we talk about?

What will do I when I get home?

What e-mails will I answer?

What Internet sites will I visit?

What books will I read?

How will I respond to my spouse?

How much time will I spend with my children?
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On and on the questions go. Hundreds of ques-
tions, one after another, little decisions made on the
fly every day. We like to think those decisions don’t
matter, but they do because each decision is connected
to every other decision, like so many links in the
chain of life itself. In a profound sense you are the
sum total of all the choices you have made stretching
back to your childhood. Each little decision joins you
to the past and leads inexorably into the future.
Choices aren’t “neutral,” since each one either leads
us toward the light of God or toward the darkness of
despair. Some things that don’t seem to matter today
may be of enormous consequence tomorrow, and
some things that keep us awake for hours will prove
to be relatively un important. We need “insight” from
God to make wise choices. Here’s a good way to re-
member the concept of insight. It is “sight” on the
inside, a kind of inner vision that enables us to prop-
erly evaluate all the choices we face every day. When
we have it, we make good decisions. And when we
don’t have it, we end up making the same dumb mis-
takes over and over again. 

Where do we find this kind of insight? First, we get
insight from the Word of God with the aid of the Holy
Spirit. As we study the Bible, the Holy Spirit takes the
Word of God and reveals to us the things of God (1
Co  rinthians 2:6–16). Let a man dive into the Scrip-
tures with an open heart, and very soon his whole life
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will begin to change. In essence, Paul wants the Philip-
pians to learn to think “Christianly” in every situation.
Second, we get insight from the Lord in the answers to
our prayers. So if you are confused, or if you find your-
self in a deep hole because of wrong choices made over
and over again, humbly ask God for the insight to
make the right choices in life. That leads directly to
the third petition, which is the heart of the prayer.

Increasing Discernment 

“So that you may be able to discern what is best”
(Philippians 1:10a). Eugene Peterson (THE MESSAGE)
offers this colorful paraphrase, “You need to use your
head and test your feelings so that your love is sincere
and intelligent, not sentimental gush.” KNOX translates
this way: “that you may learn to prize what is of value.”
The NEB speaks of the “gift of true discrimination.”
The NLT offers this translation: “I want you to under-
stand what really matters.” The Greek word for “dis-
cern” was used to describe the process of testing metals,
such as gold ore and coins, to find out what they were
worth. There is gold, and then there is “fool’s gold.” It
looks like gold to the naked eye, but it isn’t, and it’s not
worth anything. Too many Christians settle for “fool’s
gold” in the choices they make. 

Paul prays that the Philippians would have such
love and insight that they would continually make
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wise choices in life. He is praying that they would
not be satisfied with the status quo or with spiritual
mediocrity but would push on to true spiritual ex-
cellence. In a sense he is asking God for the gift of
spiritual discrimination. In our day the word “dis-
crimination” has a mostly negative tone, but in the
spiritual realm we desperately need to discriminate
between good and bad, good and better, better and
best. This kind of discrimination is the ability to
make wise choices under pressure. God’s people need
to learn discernment so that they can make wise
choices under pressure. 

Parents with young children understand this prin-
ciple. As children grow up, we will correct them by
saying, “The choice that you made was not good.” Last
Friday night my wife and I sat in the stands watching a
high school football game. At one point one of the
players from our local high school committed a foul,
and the referee threw his flag. Marlene turned to me
and said, “He didn’t make a good choice.”

“No, he didn’t,” I replied. “He hit the ball carrier
after the whistle blew.” 

This is an important prayer request for parents to
offer on behalf of their children. Pray that your chil-
dren (and your grandchildren) learn to make wise
choices under pressure. This is crucial because most of
us can make wise choices if we have two days to think
about it. But life usually doesn’t work that way, espe-
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cially for the young. They have to make split-second
decisions every day about what they will wear, where
they will go, who they will go with, what jokes they
will tell, what music they will listen to, what movies
they will watch, and whether or not they will stand
up for their faith. Young people today are on the fir-
ing line all the time. Pray for your children that they
will have wisdom from God to choose what is best
when they don’t have much time to make up their
minds. 

There are really two parts to making wise choices:
First, you must know what is right. We live in a world
where many people have lost all sense of right and
wrong. Everything appears to them as shades of gray.
Second, you must have the courage to choose what
you know to be right. I happened to catch a few min-
utes of a televised speech by Supreme Court Justice
Clarence Thomas. During the question time someone
asked how he managed to deal with all the criticism
that comes to anyone in a high-profile position. He
replied that the most important thing in life is to dis-
cover what you believe to be true and then to stand up
for those beliefs no matter what. He then added these
words: “If you do what you know is right, it doesn’t
matter what people think.” True discernment gives you
vision to see what is right and then the courage to
choose to do it.
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Three Results

Paul’s prayer continues with the results that flow
from the three requests just mentioned—love, knowl-
edge, and discernment.

A Blameless Life 

“And may be pure and blameless until the day of
Christ” (Philippians 1:10b). Note two key words in
this phrase. The word “pure” comes from two other
words that mean “judgment” and “sunlight.” In the
first century the shops were often dimly lit, which
meant that prospective customers would have trouble
viewing the wares. When they took the pottery or the
fabric into the sunlight, they could see it as it really
was. The sunlight revealed the truth and allowed the
customer to make a proper judgment. You can’t deter-
mine the value of an object until you can see it clearly.
To be pure means to live in such a way that the truth about
who you are is clear. It means that people don’t have to
wonder about what you are doing in the darkness be-
cause you have nothing to hide. To be “pure” means to
be a “sunlight” Christian. Your life is consistent no mat-
ter where you happen to be or who happens to be with
you.

You are the same in the darkness as you are in the
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light.

You are the same at midnight as you are at high noon.

You are the same on the job, or at school, as you are 

in church on Sunday morning.

You are the same behind closed doors as you are in

public. 

In Greek, the word “blameless” derives from a
word with an opposite meaning. This word, “scandal,”
originally referred to the bait in a trap that would catch
unsuspecting animals. It came to mean a lifestyle that
caused others to fall into sin. In contrast, a “blameless”
person is free from moral scandal. You don’t stumble
into sin, and you don’t cause others to stumble by your
behavior.

To be pure and blameless means to be “above re-
proach,” which is a quality demanded of spiritual lead-
ers (1 Timothy 3:2). Leaders’ words, motives, and
actions are questioned and criticized. A leader who is
truly above reproach weathers the storm because there
is nothing about him which a person could say, “Aha!
Gotcha.” This means no questionable conduct, no se-
cret sins, and no deliberately unresolved conflicts. The
word “integrity” sums it up well. A man or woman
with integrity has nothing hidden because there is
nothing to hide. 

Several years ago my older brother took me to visit
a cemetery outside Florence, Alabama, near the remains
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of a mansion called Forks of Cypress. James Jackson,
an early settler of northwest Alabama, built it in the
1820s. My brother and I walked among the ruins of
the mansion and then crossed the country road into
the dense forest on the other side. After about a quar-
ter-mile we found the Jackson family cemetery. There
was no sign marking the spot, only a five-foot-high
stone wall surrounding about fifty graves. Inside we
found a tall marker over James Jackson’s grave with a
long inscription extolling his virtues, which were many.

As I walked along, my gaze locked on the marker
for one of his sons. There was a name, a date of birth,
and a date of death, and this simple five-word epitaph:
“A man of unquestioned integrity.” 

Five words to sum up an entire life. Sixty-plus years
distilled into five words. But, oh, what truth they tell. 

“A man of unquestioned integrity.” I cannot think
of a better tribute.

A Fruitful Life

“Filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes
through Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:11a). The Bible
often uses the metaphor of a fruit tree to describe both
the life of the righteous and the life of the wicked. Re-
garding false prophets, Jesus declared that by their fruit
we would know them (Matthew 7:20). That’s precisely
what Paul is praying for—the fruit of visible Christian
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character. A fruitful life is one that is distinctively Chris-
tian in every aspect. It reminds me of the question, “If
you were arrested for being a Christian, would there
be enough evidence to convict you?” The fruitful life
can always answer “yes.”

Note that this fruit comes “through Jesus Christ.”
As we are rooted deeply in Him, and as we draw our
strength from Him, His power flows through us and
produces the “fruit of righteousness” in us. He is the
root, and His power produces the fruit. 

A Theo-Doxic Life

“To the glory and praise of God” (Philippians
1:11b). Don’t look for the word “theo-doxic” in your
dictionary, because I made it up. “Theo” means “God”
and “doxic” means “glory” (as in the word “doxology”).
A “theo-doxic” life is one that brings glory or praise to
God. Such a person actually magnifies God’s reputa-
tion in the world. 

When people see you, do they naturally think
about God? Does your life serve as a good advertise-
ment for the Lord Jesus Christ? I grew up in a small
town in Alabama where my father was a well-known
and well-loved surgeon. I was one of four sons—Andy,
Ray, Alan, and Ron. Often I was introduced with these
words: “This is one of Dr. Pritchard’s sons.” Because I
bore my father’s name, I knew I had an obligation not
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to ruin his name by the way I lived—and to bring
honor to him if I could. My father died thirty years
ago, and I still miss him today. With the passing of
each year, there are fewer and fewer people who knew
my father. And since I live hundreds of miles from
where I grew up, I rarely meet anyone who knew him.
But the length of time that he has been gone does not
in any way lessen the sacred responsibility I have to
honor his name—to live up to the things he taught
me, to try to be as good a man as he was, and to live in
such a way so that people who never knew him will
look at me and say, “His father must have been a good
man,” and the people who knew my dad will say, “Your
father would be proud of you.” 

But that is not the only name I bear. As a child of
God, I bear the name of my heavenly Father. Honoring
His name means living in such a way that I help more
people to know Him. When I’ve done it well, people
who don’t know God will look at my life and say, “He
must have a great God” and God will look down from
heaven with a smile and say, “That’s my boy!” 

Have you ever heard Ruth Bell Graham’s definition
of a saint? A saint is a person who makes it easy to believe
in Jesus. When we live for “the glory and praise of
God,” we’ll be saints who make it easy for others to be-
lieve in Jesus. 

Before we finish, let’s step back and consider how
great this prayer is. One nineteenth-century writer
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called it “The Life of God in the Soul of Man.” In
some ways that phrase summarizes all that God wants
to do in us and through us: 

1. It starts with abounding love,
2. That manifests itself in knowledge and discern-

ment,
3. Resulting in the ability to make wise choices

under pressure,
4. Producing the visible fruit of a righteous life,
5. That comes from a living relationship with

Jesus Christ,
6. So that God alone gets the glory.

Who are you praying for today? Remember that
prayer is not a ritual but a matter of the heart. To pray
for someone else is an act of hidden kindness that only
God sees. And because God alone sees your heart, He
will hear your prayer and reward you in secret. We can
touch people through prayer that we couldn’t touch
any other way. Prayer is the secret sword of the saints.
Use it! God gave you a secret weapon so that by your
prayer you can change the world. 

When you boil it all down to the essentials, Paul
prayed for tagarista. He prayed that the Philippians
would have the wisdom to choose the best things in
life. And he didn’t mean “the best things” in general;
he meant God’s best for them. This is an inspiring
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thought and a good way to organize our prayers. 

Do you want God’s best for others?

Pray this prayer!

Do you want God’s best in your own life?

Pray this prayer!

Do you want God’s best in your family?

Pray this prayer!

Do you want God’s best in your church?

Pray this prayer!

May God deliver us from second-best Christianity!

May God deliver us from spiritual mediocrity!
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Lord Jesus, grant that my love may overflow so that

I will love the irritating people I meet. I pray for in-

sight to see beyond the external and the immediate

to see what really matters so that I can make wise

choices under pressure. Make me a “sunlight”

Christian who makes it easy for others to believe in

You. May my life bring glory to Your name.

Amen. 
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“For this reason, since the day we heard about you,

we have not stopped praying for you and asking

God to fill you with the knowledge of his will

through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.

And we pray this in order that you may live a life

worthy of the Lord and may please him in every

way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in

the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all

power according to his glorious might so that you

may have great endurance and patience, and joy-

fully giving thanks to the Father, who has quali-

fied you to share in the inheritance of the saints in

the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from

the dominion of darkness and brought us into the

kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have re-

demption, the forgiveness of sins.” 

%
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How to Pray
with Power

This particular prayer by the apostle Paul contains
143 words in the New International Version. In the
King James Version, it comes in at 132 words. In the
New Living Translation, 171 words. And in the Ampli-
fied Bible, a whopping 223 words. A friend who had
the Greek text counted 109 words—but Greek is an
efficient language. Like several of his other prayers, it
is one long sentence in Greek—filled with participles,
infinitives, and clauses that seem to pile on top of each
other. Even though the NIV breaks it down into three
sentences, that doesn’t help very much. Paul packed a

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 49



50

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

lot into these six verses. If you read it out loud, the
whole prayer takes about a minute to read. I’m sure
that this is a Reader’s Digest version in which Paul gives
us a summary of what was probably a much longer
prayer. You could take any phrase in this prayer and
form a prayer around it. It is dense with spiritual truth.

I want to make sure we don’t get lost in the details
and miss the main point. Here is a simple outline of
the prayer: It contains one request, one purpose, and
four results.

The Request

Paul has only one basic request in mind. You can
find it in verse 9 if you lift out the key phrase and hold
it up for close inspection. He is “asking God to fill you
with the knowledge of his will.” That little phrase is
the heart and soul of this prayer. Paul prays that the
Colossians will know the will of God for their lives.
He asks God to give them wisdom and spiritual insight
so that they will know God’s will. That’s a very practi-
cal prayer, if you think about it. Almost everyone I know
thinks about the will of God at one time or another. We
tend to wonder about God’s will when it comes to the
major decisions of life: knowing where to go to college,
searching for the right job, deciding whether or not to
get married, choosing a church, buying a new home,
moving to a new location, going to the mission field,
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investing money, having children, and so on. Wanting
to know the will of God in those circumstances is a le-
gitimate desire, but Paul seems to have something big-
ger and deeper and broader in mind when he uses this
phrase. I think the key is the word “fill,” which means
in Greek to be filled to overflowing. It can also mean
“engulfed” or “overwhelmed” by something. It has the
idea of “fully possessing” or “controlling” or “becom-
ing the dominating influence.” If a person is fright-
ened, we say he is “filled with fear.” If he speaks harshly,
we say he is “filled with anger.” If he is generous to all
he meets, he is “filled with kindness.” So what does
that concept mean in this verse?

If you are filled with the knowledge of God’s will, then
you will want what God wants for your life. In many
ways, this is a very challenging standard. Often we pray
“Your will be done” without ever considering what
those words really mean. Too often we mean something
like this: “O Lord, show me Your will so I can carefully
consider it to see if it fits into my plans.” But that’s a
prayer God will never answer because He does not offer
His will for you to consider it, as if it were an invitation
to have lunch next Thursday if you happen to be free
and if you don’t get a better offer. To truly say “Your
will be done in my life” means something like this:

Lord, let Your will be done in me whatever it costs,

whatever it takes, wherever it leads.
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Let Your will be done even if

it means that my will is not done.

Let Your plans go forward even if

it means changing my plans.

To say it that way implies a huge spiritual truth
that we can express in a simple syllogism:

God has a will (or desire) for your life.

But you also have a will (or desire) for your life.

When you pray, “Your will be done,” you are asking

that His will take precedence over your will.

Only one will can be done at a time. Either God
calls the shots, or you call the shots. Either He is in con-
trol, or you are in control. Praying for God’s will to be
done may seem hard since it means giving up control
of your own life. But you aren’t really in control any-
way. It only seems that way.

“I’m going to relax now.”

Several years ago I had lunch with a man who was
rising to the top of his profession. I do not know his
salary, but I am sure he is well compensated for his
labors. But his outward prosperity is only part of the
story. He has known his share of pain and sorrow.
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Tragedy has struck close to home once and then twice.
He is outgoing and friendly, and you feel drawn to
him immediately. However, if you look deeply in his
eyes, you can see the evidence of the burdens he has
carried.

When we ate lunch, he was in the middle of great
turmoil at his job. Every day he faced the reality of
going to work knowing that his superiors did not ap-
preciate his contributions to the firm. This was true even
though he was far and away the top producer and the
star performer. His labors brought enormous profit to
the company. Every day was a battle to get up, go to
work, and keep a smile on his face. But he looked so
relaxed when I ate lunch with him. How did he do it?
He told me that a great change had come to his life in
the last few days. It was a change on the inside, a
change in the way he looked at things. “Pastor, I’ve
been pushing and pushing and pushing. Trying to fix
things up. Trying to make a better deal. Holding all
my cards, dealing them out one by one. It hasn’t
worked. The Lord finally said to me, ‘Why don’t you
let Me take over?’ So I did. I told the Lord that He
could take over. Nothing has changed at the office.
Things are going to get worse before they get better.
They’re going to make things miserable for me. But
that doesn’t matter. I’ve given it all to the Lord. That
means I don’t have to figure out all the details of my
future.” Then he added, “I’m going to relax now.” 
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He was a good man in a hard place. But you
wouldn’t know what he was going through by looking
at him. Somehow he grasped the great truth that pray-
ing “Thy will be done” means letting go of your own
life. My friend learned it the same way we all have to
learn it—through pain and difficulty and the hard
times of life. As we were walking back to his car, he
said, “Every day I pray this simple prayer, ‘Thy will be
done.’” No wonder he had a smile on his face. Praying
that way means giving up control of your life. But that
doesn’t mean your life will go out of control. It just
means that your life is surrendered to God’s control.

This leads to some very practical questions:

1. Do I want to know God’s will so I can consider
it, or do I want to know God’s will so I can do
it?

2. Am I willing to be engulfed with God’s will, or
do I simply want help in making a hard decision?

3. Am I ready to love what He loves, to go where
He sends me, to obey what He tells me to do,
to suffer when that is required, to wait when
that is required, to endure when that is re-
quired, and to rejoice when that is required?

4. Have I agreed with God in advance that I will
do His will even before it is revealed to me?

5. Will I take the daily small steps that are before
me while waiting for the big steps to be revealed?
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6. Do I understand that the will of God is more
about who I am on the inside than where I am
on the outside?

7. Am I ready for my life to change if that’s what
needs to happen?

This is the heart of the prayer—that we might be filled
to overflowing with the knowledge of God’s will so
that we want what God wants for us and we do what
He wants us to do.

The Purpose

Paul has only one purpose in mind. This purpose
is the result of being filled with the knowledge of His
will. And this purpose is not possible without coming
to the place where we say, “Your will be done—nothing
more, nothing less, nothing.” We find it expressed this
way in verse 10: “And we pray this in order that you
may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please
him in every way.” This is an astonishing statement if
you think about what it means. Note the word “wor-
thy.” It comes from a root that means “heaviness” or
“weightiness.” Sometimes, in evaluating certain people
who don’t measure up to our expectations, we call
them “lightweights.” A “lightweight” person is
someone whose contribution is trifling and doesn’t
amount to much. All of us, if we are honest, think
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about our own value and worth from time to time.
Since we aren’t going to live forever, we want to know
that our time in this world has mattered, that we didn’t
squander our opportunities, that we made a difference
to someone, somewhere, somehow. And each one of
us has personal failings, cracks in the soul, and hidden
f issures of sin and failure and doubt and compromise
that others don’t know about. We may put up a good
front and even smile bravely on Sunday morning, but
deep inside we know that we are far from what we
want to be. Sometimes those feelings of self-doubt may
overwhelm us to the point where we wonder why we
should even bother getting out of bed in the morning.
But here we are called to something very exciting: to
walk worthy of the Lord and so hear Him say, “My
child, I am pleased with you in every way.”

This doesn’t happen automatically; therefore we
must think carefully about what we believe. In Christ
we have been fully accepted by God and adopted into
His family. We have been blessed with every spiritual
blessing already (2 Peter 1:3). There is a true sense in
which God is pleased with us already because we are
united by faith in His Son, and He is fully pleased with
Jesus. In a related way, a parent will listen to a child
play the trumpet and miss ten out of eleven notes.
Everyone else winces, but Dad will beam and say,
“That’s my boy!” We understand that sort of family
pride. But there is another sort of pride that comes
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when a son or daughter, through hard work and years
of dedication, accomplishes some great goal and brings
honor to the family name. That’s what Paul has in mind
here. It means to live so that God is pleased with us.

“Tell them about Jesus.”

Rick Husband was the commander of the space
shuttle Columbia that disintegrated over Texas on Feb-
ruary 1, 2003. Everyone who knew him knew he was a
Christian. Before the shuttle took off on January 16,
Rick stopped the crew and prayed for them. NASA
workers said that they had never before seen a com-
mander pray with his crew. At T minus two minutes
before liftoff, a NASA controller commented that it
was a perfect day for launch, and Rick replied, “The
Lord has given us a beautiful day.” Before the flight, he
left recorded devotional videos for each of his two chil-
dren to watch each of the seventeen days he would be
gone. Those thirty-four videos were recorded so his
children would not miss their daily devotions with
their dad. In a video made for his home church in
Houston, he explained the values of his life: “If I ended
up at the end of my life having been an astronaut, but
having sacrificed my family along the way or living my
life in a way that didn’t glorify God, then I would look
back on it with great regret. Having become an astro-
naut would not really have mattered all that much.
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And I finally came to realize that what really meant the
most to me was to try and live my life the way God
wanted me to and to try and be a good husband to
Evelyn and a good father to my children.”

After the shuttle disaster, his pastor in Houston
visited with Evelyn Husband. She showed the pastor
documents Rick left in case something tragic hap-
pened on the mission and he did not return home.
The documents contained personal messages to his
family members. At the bottom of the documents,
Husband wrote a special note to his pastor that said,
“Tell them about Jesus. He means everything to me.”

Rick Husband has gone to heaven, but while he
was on the earth, he lived a life worthy of the Lord. No
doubt he heard the Lord say, “Well done, good and
faithful servant. Enter into the joy of the Lord.”

When I read his story, I asked myself, “What is the
secret of a man like Rick Husband? Where does faith
like this come from?” I think I know the answer. Years
ago he yielded control of his life to Jesus Christ. Every-
thing else that happened to him flowed from that one
great decision. Somewhere along the way, he told the
Lord, “I want to do Your will. If it means being an as-
tronaut, that’s what I’ll do. If it means going up in
space and not coming home to my family, I am willing
to do what You call me to do.” I don’t know if he said it
in those words, but that was the commitment of his
heart. You don’t make the kind of impact he made
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without that kind of commitment. Rick Husband is
gone, but he left behind a shining legacy. If we want to
have a strong witness in life and after our death, we
must first truly say, “O Lord, Your will be done in my
life. No strings, no conditions, no special deals. I give
You my life to do with as You will.”

When we want what God wants, when we surren-
der our will and our agenda, and when His purposes
become our purposes, then our lives will be dramati-
cally changed. We will find purpose and meaning in
everything that happens to us. Life becomes a daily ad-
venture with God. When that happens, our lives be-
come joyful, visibly different, and eternally significant.
And God is pleased with us.

The Results

The remainder of the prayer involves four results
that follow from walking worthy of God and pleasing
Him in everything. First, we will have a life that bears
fruit. “Bearing fruit in every good work” (v. 10b) pres-
ents a delightful picture of God producing His good
fruit in us day by day. Fruit is the natural product of a
fruit tree. If an apple tree doesn’t produce apples, some-
thing is wrong. Seen in its broadest perspective, the
“fruit” of the Christian life is nothing less than the life
of Christ produced in us. 

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains
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in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from
me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). We do not pro-
duce the “fruit” of a godly life; it is produced in us by
the power of the Holy Spirit. We are called to do the
“good work” that God puts before us every day. We get
up, go to work, go to school, do our job, meet people,
buy and sell, complete projects, fill our appointments,
and check off the items on our to-do list. What that
looks like for you won’t be exactly the same for any
other person. But we all have “good work” to do every
day. That’s part of being filled with the knowledge of
God’s will. We all understand that it’s possible to do
our jobs with a smile or with a frown. Life can be a
chore, or it can be a joy. When we are truly surrendered
to the Lord and are filled with the knowledge of His
will, we don’t mope our way through life, gritting our
teeth just to make it through one more lousy morning.
We bear the good “fruit of love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control” that Paul talks about in Galatians 5:22–23. 

I spoke with a young man who is just starting out
in the business world. He managed to land an entry-
level job with a large company and now finds himself
frustrated. His job is boring, and the people he works
with are irritating. The young man has great talent and
will probably do well in his career, but right now he
needs a major “attitude adjustment.” He didn’t believe
it when I told him that more people are fired for a bad
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attitude than for poor performance. But it’s true. It’s
not just what we do in life that counts; it’s also how we
do it. People watch Christians carefully because we
claim to have a personal relationship with God. Unbe-
lievers may not understand theology, but they do ex-
pect that our faith will make a difference in the way we
do our work. That’s where this prayer is so powerful.
Once our lives are filled with the knowledge of God’s
will, we will bear the fruit of a changed life (a positive
attitude being just one evidence of fruit) in the “good
work” that we do. 

Second, we will have a life that grows in the knowl-
edge of God. This follows logically from being filled
with the knowledge of God’s will. Proverbs 3:6 tell us
to “acknowledge” God, and He will make our paths
straight. In the Hebrew text, the word “acknowledge”
is an imperative—a command. You could translate this
by saying, “In all your ways know Him.” Do you want
to know the secret to knowing the will of God? If there
is a “secret,” here it is. In everything you do, know
God. But we want a formula. We want three steps.
God says, “Know Me. Spend time with Me. Put Me
first in every area of your life. Trust Me to work out all
things for good.” Wow! Do you understand that this is
a revolutionary way of looking at life? 

A few years ago I heard someone say that many of
the little decisions we agonize about won’t matter at all
in ten thousand years. That blew my mind at first.
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What a liberating way to look at life. The next time
you face a tough decision that seems enormously im-
portant to you at that moment, ask yourself if it will
really matter in ten thousand years. Ninety-nine per-
cent of what you worried about this week won’t matter
three weeks from now, much less ten thousand years
from now. In the year 2452, it won’t matter whether
you lived in Minnesota, Santa Fe, or South Carolina.
But what will matter is that you have decided in all
your ways to know God. In light of this prayer, the will
of God for your life is to know God in everything. To see
Him present everywhere and in everything, and to live in
total surrender to Him. The most important thing is
not the decisions you face; the most important thing is
your relationship with God. And the closer you are to
God, the easier it will be for God to guide you in the
way He wants you to go.

Third, we will have a life that endures in hard
times. We will have “great endurance and patience”
because we are “being strengthened with all power
according to his glorious might” (v. 11). And the
strength that comes will be an “inside job” that will
enable us to endure with patience those things that
might otherwise destroy us. A young mother who lost
a child to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome wrote to say
how God gave her and her husband strength in the
year after their son’s death: “You realize clearly that we
don’t know how much time any of us has on earth and
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that exits are surprising.” Then she spoke of how other
believers had prayed for them. “We know so many
have been praying for us, and I can honestly say we felt
it.” One couple that didn’t know them very well prayed
that God would give them “extreme comfort.” Even-
tually she met them. “We felt the extreme comfort,
too. I do not believe we could have come through this
past year so well without the prayers of so many peo-
ple.” They have been in a support group that includes
non-Christians and have seen the difference that
Christ makes. “One couple in the group is so angry at
God and has had a miserable year. We have been able
to let God comfort us and have a totally different per-
spective than many in the group. It is a blessing to see
how God can work in a hard situation.”

One Sunday night, about 11:30 P.M., I received a
call from a woman whose husband had been slowly
dying of cancer. She told me that he was not expected
to live much longer. When I got to the hospital, the
family was gathered around his bed. He did indeed ap-
pear to be nearing the end of his earthly life. He had
struggled with cancer for several years and had been in
a nursing home for the last year or so. And for years
before that, he lived with various physical ailments. At
one point this woman took her husband’s hand and
exclaimed, “God has been so good to us!” 

That might seem like a strange statement when
your spouse is at the point of death, but to her it was a
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natural expression of her faith in Christ. Through the
years of hardship, the two of them had experienced the
goodness and faithfulness of the Lord in so many ways.
It is a great advance in the spiritual life to be able to see
the goodness of the Lord even in life’s darkest hour. 

Fourth, we will have a life that gives thanks con -
tinu ally. To be specific, we will rejoice and give thanks
that we have been taken out of the kingdom of dark-
ness and been transferred into the kingdom of light.
We will rejoice that we have a great inheritance with
all the saints of God, so that in this life we have all that
we need, and, in the life to come, we will see Jesus
face-to-face and will enjoy all the glories of heaven.
And we will never forget that all that God has for us
comes through our Lord Jesus Christ, who redeemed
us with His own blood. 

It is a good thing if we never get over the wonder of
our salvation. I received a wonderful e-mail from a man
in his forties. After his parents divorced when he was
fifteen, he began to drink heavily, and soon his drink-
ing was out of control. In his twenties, he says that he
“got involved with a girl from whom Delilah could have
taken lessons. Some old friends gave lots of support,
Jack Daniels, Jim Beam, ‘Bud Weiser’.” He served in
the military in various hot spots around the world—
Saudi Arabia, Somalia, South Korea—getting drunk
every chance he had. He left the military but con tinued
to drink heavily. Many years later he met a woman,
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they got married, and he and his wife began church-
hopping. Meanwhile he continued to drink, thinking
he had it “under control.” Somehow they came to the
church I pastor. “That Sunday we came to Calvary
Memorial, the Bible Bus was in full gear in the book of
Genesis and you seemed to be speaking to us as if we
were the only people in the room. . . . For the first time
I picked up the Bible and read it cover-to-cover. Along
the way, I listed my sins, then confessed them to the
Lord Jesus Christ and accepted Jesus as my Lord and
Savior. I remember the feeling that radiated from me
at that moment—for the first time I truly understood
the term ‘born again in Christ.’” Then he added these
words: “Not only was I saved, but also the Lord has
given me the strength to resist alcohol, and he has
blessed us with a baby girl. Now a day doesn’t go by
when I don’t thank the Lord for all the blessings over
my lifetime and ask forgiveness for the times I took
them for granted.” Here is man who understands what
it means to be transferred from one kingdom to an -
other. For years he lived in darkness; now he lives in
the light of God’s love. No wonder he is grateful. That’s
what Paul means when he talks about “joyfully giving
thanks (vv. 11–12).” 

If you stand back and think about it, this is an
amazing way to live—filled with good works, an ever-
growing knowledge of God, the ability to endure hard
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times with joy, and a thankful spirit for all that God
has done.

Again, here is the prayer. Paul prays that we might be
filled up to overflowing with the knowledge of God’s will.
That means yielding our agenda to His control so that
His purposes become our purposes. When that hap-
pens, our lives are radically changed from the inside
out. We set out to please the Lord in everything. Sud-
denly, we become difference-makers in the world (like
Rick Husband). We’re involved in God’s agenda, which
means we’re doing more than just taking up space until
we die. Life now has purpose and meaning. We have a
reason to get out of bed in the morning. We’re linked
with God in His kingdom work on the earth.

And all of this is because of Jesus Christ. He gave
us an inheritance, so we know we have a great future.
He took us out of the darkness, so now we can see
things clearly. He made us citizens of His kingdom, so
now we have everything we need. He redeemed us by
His blood, so we know our sins are forgiven. Some-
times at the end of a TV program, you see a statement
like this: “This program made possible by General Mo-
tors or IBM or Exxon.” Perhaps we should add a sen-
tence to the end of verse 14: “This prayer made possible
by Jesus Christ.” All that we have comes directly from
Him.

While traveling not long ago, I had a chance to
read Wild at Heart by John Eldredge.1 It’s a fine book
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about the search to discover the true purpose for a
man’s life. Toward the end of the book, the author re-
lates that, while rummaging through a bookstore, his
life was changed by two sentences in a book that he
happened to pick up. Those two sentences were so in-
sightful that he didn’t read another word. “I set the
volume down without turning another page and
walked out of that bookstore to find a life worth liv-
ing.” Fascinating expression: a life worth living.
Sounds a lot like the prayer in Colossians 1. This is
what the book said: “Don’t ask yourself what the world
needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive, and
go do that, because what the world needs is people
who have come alive.” I’ve been pondering that ever
since I read it. It seems profoundly true to me. What is
it that makes you come alive? It is right here that Paul’s
prayer hits us right between the eyes. For too long we
have thought the will of God was boring, dull, nega-
tive, tame—something like homework for algebra
class. You have to do it, but you don’t have to like it.
How wrong we are! To be filled with God’s will means
that we are finally free to come alive. To be filled with
God’s will means we are finally free to fulfill our des-
tiny. To be filled with God’s will means we are free
from the tyranny of following the world’s agenda for
us. To be filled with God’s will means we are free to
risk everything for the sake of Christ and His King-
dom. If you ever decide to seek God’s will, your life may
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be many things, but it won’t be boring. The man was
right. The world needs people who have come alive. I
would simply add that the world needs people who
have come alive to the knowledge of God’s will. And
that’s a fitting description of the people who pray this
prayer. 
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Lord Jesus, fill me with the knowledge of Your will so

that I want what You want. Bring me to the place

where I will say, “Your will be done—nothing less,

nothing more, nothing else.” Help me to live so that

You are pleased, and others may know that I know

You. I pray that I might know You better so that

when hard times come, I will have the strength to be

faithful and not turn away. Grant me a grateful

heart as I recall what You have done for me. As your

child, I belong with You, Lord, in Your eternal king-

dom, with all the redeemed people of God. I thank

You that You rescued me from the darkness of my

sins. Hasten the day when I will be by Your side,

worshiping you, fully engaged in praising Your name.

Until then, make my heart come alive with the

knowledge of Your will. Let me not shirk my duties,

but love others, pray for them, encourage them, and

show them the highest and best way to live. Amen.
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“For this reason, ever since I heard about your

faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the

saints, I have not stopped giving thanks for you,

remembering you in my prayers. I keep asking that

the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Fa-

ther, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and reve-

lation, so that you may know him better. I pray

also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened

in order that you may know the hope to which he

has called you, the riches of his glorious inheri-

tance in the saints, and his incomparably great

power for us who believe. That power is like the

working of his mighty strength, which he exerted

in Christ when he raised him from the dead and

seated him at his right hand in the heavenly

realms, far above all rule and authority, power

and dominion, and every title that can be given,

not only in the present age but also in the one to

come. And God placed all things under his feet

and appointed him to be head over everything for

the church, which is his body, the fullness of him

who fills everything in every way.” 

%
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Open My
Eyes,Lord

Iwonder if we would be happy if our prayers were
published so that others could read them. That’s

a fascinating thought, isn’t it? What if all of the prayers
that you ever prayed, word for word, were accessible so
that anyone, anywhere could read them? Would our
prayers be worth reading if they were posted on the
Internet? And would they be like those found in the
pages of Holy Scripture, or would they more likely fit
the National Enquirer?

In this book we’re looking at the “published”
prayers of the apostle Paul. It takes a certain amount of
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courage to write down your prayers, but these prayers
deserve to be studied because they are unlike most of
our prayers. As we study these prayers, we are going to
discover new patterns of prayer that will help us align
our hearts with God’s will and trust Him the way that
He deserves to be trusted. If we want the Lord to teach
us to pray, this is a good place to start. Paul’s prayers set
a very high standard, which, if followed, would radically
transform our own prayers. After all, prayer is the ther-
mometer of the soul. If you want to know what someone
believes, don’t tell me what he says; tell me what he
prays. A person may say many things, but when he
prays, his heart is fully revealed.

With that in mind, we turn to the prayer of Paul in
Ephesians 1:15–23. Before we jump into the text, I
have a confession to make. For many years (twenty-
five years at least) whenever I read this prayer, it was al-
ways very difficult for me to understand. For one
thing, in the Greek text, verses 15–23 constitute one
long, complex sentence, filled with phrases and clauses
piled on top of each other. It’s easy to get lost in the de-
tails and miss the message. But it would be a shame to
discount it simply because it seems complex. If we did,
we’d miss out on a really amazing prayer. If it starts as a
whisper, it ends in a roar. What starts as a trickling
mountain stream becomes a mighty torrent of truth
by the end. It wasn’t until recently that I saw how sim-
ple this prayer really is. 
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The key is at the end of verse 17 where Paul says,
“That you may know him better.” That’s it! That’s the
essence of the whole prayer right there. Paul is praying
that the Ephesians might know God better. This means
that he is writing to and praying for believers who al-
ready have some knowledge of God. His central request
is, “O Lord, I pray that these folks who already know
You might come to a new and deeper knowledge of who
You really are.” The Greek language contains a number
of different words that might be translated as “know.”
This particular verse contains a verb that means to know
deeply, personally, intimately. For instance, I know Pres-
ident Bush. I know who he is and what he looks like. If
you show me his picture, I’ll say, “That’s President
Bush.” But I don’t know him personally, and he doesn’t
know me from Adam’s housecat. But I can also say, “I
know my wife.” That’s an entirely different kind of
knowing. After thirty years of marriage, it is a knowledge
that is very deep, very personal, and very intimate. Paul
prayed that the Ephesians might have exactly that sort
of intimate knowledge of God.

Ephesians 1:3–14 constitutes one long doxology
of praise to God. That doxology is followed by this
long prayer that they might know God better. Think
of it this way: Paul puts the truth out, and then he prays
the truth in. In verse 3 he says we have been blessed
with every spiritual blessing. So the prayer is not,
“Lord, give us new blessings,” but, “Help us to realize

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 73



74

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

the blessings we already have.” Not, “Give us new
truth,” but, “Help us experience the truth we already
know.” Spiritual truth can be academic and cold and
formal. So he’s praying, “Lord, turn them on to the
truth. Lord, they know You, now make them excited
about knowing you.”

The Request

“I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of
wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him
better” (Ephesians 1:17). Three things strike me as I
ponder verse 17. The first is the phrase “I keep asking.”
Paul did not believe that if you made a prayer request,
you never had to make it again. When Paul prayed for
the Ephesians, he prayed the same request over and
over again—that they would know God better. Some-
times I hear it said that since God knows everything
we say before we say it and everything we think before
we think it (which is true), that we should never repeat
ourselves in prayer (which is not true). We don’t pray to
inform God of anything. He knows what we are think-
ing long before we voice our prayers to him. But if he
knows all, why pray at all? The simple answer is one
you have heard before: “He’s God, and we’re not.” We
pray to express our total dependence on Him for every-
thing. As we continue to pray for the same things for
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our loved ones over and over again, the godly desires of
the heart grow stronger, and we are reminded that
every day we must be one hundred percent dependent
on God. We can’t live on yesterday’s blessings, and we
can’t depend on yesterday’s prayers. So just like Paul,
we “keep asking” on behalf of our loved ones.

The second thing I notice is that only God can
give us what we truly need. If we are Christians, the
Holy Spirit lives within us, but we must pray that the
Holy Spirit will grant us the wisdom we need to un-
derstand the things of God. Education alone will never
meet our deepest needs. Most of us have knowledge
coming out of our ears. We have sermons and tapes
and CDs and Chris tian radio and Christian TV and
books and videos and conferences and notebooks
crammed with information. If knowledge alone would
make us holy, we would be honorary apostles. But we
need the Holy Spirit to do what only the Spirit can
do—give us wisdom and revelation to make the truth
come alive in our hearts.

The third thing I notice is the request itself—to
know God better. That’s simple and clear, isn’t it? I re-
ceived an e-mail from a friend whose family has endured
a very difficult trial in the last several years. He wrote to
say how the ordeal has changed his view of what it
means to know God. There are three levels of knowing
God, he wrote. First, there is the level of experience. All
of us who know the Lord have some experiences with
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Him that we can use to help others. Second, there is
the level of knowledge. This can come from going to
church, listening to sermons, reading the Bible and
good books, or studying in a Christian school. But
there is a third level, which he called the level of wis-
dom. This level comes only by prayer. He offers this
very helpful insight about a level three relationship
with God: “We begin to see things through God’s eyes
and less through our eyes. Peace only comes from this
level. It is not measurable, explainable, nor under-
standable. Levels one and two are not prerequisites. I
see prayer lifting the illiterate to great places of peace
and wisdom, where certain people with Ph.D.s in reli-
gion may feel empty. Our prayers become less ‘gimme’
and more ‘help me see what You want me to learn
through this’ to ‘deepen my relationship with You.’”
Then he included the words of the old hymn Sweet
Hour of Prayer.1 Although I had heard it and sung it
many times, one verse stuck in my mind as especially
appropriate:

Sweet hour of prayer, sweet hour of prayer,

Thy wings shall my petition bear,

To him whose truth and faithfulness

Engage the waiting soul to bless;

And since he bids me seek his face,
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Believe his word and trust his grace,

I ’ll cast on him my every care,

And wait for thee, sweet hour of prayer.

As I ponder what my friend wrote in light of what
Paul said, the thought came to me that this sort of
knowledge of God is available to everyone, but it is
not automatic. It would be possible, I suppose, to
come up with “Three Steps to a Deeper Knowledge of
God,” and such a list could be helpful in one sense.
But Paul never makes a list like that. We must sincerely
seek to know God better. It doesn’t happen by acci-
dent. That’s why this prayer is so vital. And my friend
is right that too many of us live with merely a level two
knowledge of God. We think that reading books (like
this one) will increase our knowledge of God. Speaking
as an author, I hope this book helps you in many ways,
but I know for certain that reading my words will not
automatically bring you closer to God. That’s a matter
of the heart that my words cannot touch. Many of us
ought to pray like this: “Lord, I have heard so much
truth. Now open my eyes, and let me see You.” 

Here’s a piece of good news: God invites us to seek
His face. He wants us to know Him better. It’s not as if
our heavenly Father is hiding Himself from us. But we
can have a close relationship with Him only if we seek
it in prayer. That’s the burden of Paul’s prayer—for a

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 77



78

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

level three relationship with God that doesn’t depend
on knowledge or experience but comes through wis-
dom and seeking the Lord. Any of us can have that
sort of relationship with God if we want it and if we
are willing to pay the price to have it.

The Means

“I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be en-
lightened” (Ephesians 1:18a). This is the heart of the
prayer. It is also the only time the phrase “the eyes of
your heart” appears in the New Testament. The heart
has eyes. Did you know that? When Paul speaks of
“your heart,” he’s not referring to the organ in your
chest that pumps blood throughout your body. The
term “heart” refers to what we might call “the real you,”
the place inside where the decisions of life are made.
The heart is the place where you decide what values
you will live by and what direction you will go and how
you will live your life each day. Every important deci-
sion you make is made by your heart. And your heart
has eyes that can be opened or shut. When the eyes of
your heart are closed to the light of God, you stumble
blindly through life, making one dumb choice after
another. You fall into sinful patterns, break God’s laws,
end up driving into the ditch, and enter one dead-end
relationship after another. Why? When the eyes of your
heart are shut, you lack moral vision. You can have
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20/20 vision with your physical eyes, but the eyes of
your heart can be blind to the light of God. There are
lots of people like that in the world. We see this princi-
ple when we witness to those who don’t know Christ.
After sharing the gospel with them, sometimes they will
say, “I just don’t see it.” That’s not an excuse; they truly
don’t see it. You can talk to a lost person until you are blue
in the face, and it will do no good if the eyes of his heart
aren’t open. You can quote Billy Graham, Josh McDow-
ell, Francis Schaeffer, and, if you’re creative, you can
throw in some John Calvin and Martin Luther. Quote
Abraham Lincoln and Mike Ditka if you like. It will do
no good. You can quote Scripture all day long, and the
lost will still be lost. Until their eyes are opened, they
will not “see” the truth about Christ. 

What is the answer? We must pray for the lost that
God will open their eyes, give life in place of death, en-
able them to hear, create within them a desire to un-
derstand, give them a hunger for Jesus, and then grant
them faith to believe the gospel. In short, as we prepare
to share Christ with others, we must fervently pray
that God will go before us. When we pray for the lost,
we are saying to God, “You go first! If You don’t go
first, all our efforts will be in vain.” 

And sometimes there are Christians who need to have
their eyes opened by the Lord. They know God, but their
eyes are so filled with the things of the world that they are
blind to the truth. Let’s say that we have a Christian
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young man who has been raised in a Christian home.
He’s been going to church for years—Sunday school,
vacation Bible school, children’s ministry, AWANA,
and youth group. Now he goes off to college, and at
last he’s on his own. He meets a girl, and they start dat-
ing. Soon they are sleeping together. When his parents
hear about it, they are furious and worried and upset,
and they wonder what to do. They argue and plead
and cajole and threaten and quote Scripture—all to no
avail. What is the problem? It is precisely this: The eyes
of the heart are shut to the truth of God. And until
those eyes are opened, all the yelling in the world won’t
make much difference.

But at this point we encounter a liberating truth in
our text. Paul prayed for the Ephesians that “the eyes
of your heart might be opened.” One translation says,
“that the eyes of your heart might be flooded with
light.” Opening blind eyes is the supernatural work of the
Holy Spirit. He and He alone can do it. But He can do
it, and this is the source of our hope. This is why we
pray for our children and grandchildren and family
members and friends and loved ones who today are far
from God. As our children grow older, we discover
over and over again how little control we have over
them. We cannot compel their obedience because we
cannot compel their hearts. But we can pray and cry
out to God and say, “O Lord, open the eyes of their
heart. Help them to see the light of truth.”
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It’s a good thing to come to the place where you
can release your children to the Lord. I was sitting by
myself in the airport, and my flight was delayed. A
woman named Sharon took the seat next to me. She
introduced herself and started chatting with me. When
she found out I was flying to New York to teach Gala-
tians, she said that she had been in a Bible study with
some women from her neighborhood.

She and her husband are farmers in a midwestern
state. She was traveling east to visit her son. At this
point the story gets a bit complicated. She and her hus-
band have two sons, both of them raised in the Chris-
tian faith, but neither son attends church at this point.
The son she was going to visit lives in a house with a
woman he used to date years ago. The woman was
never married but has a child by someone else. Sharon’s
son and the woman he once dated are still good
friends. The woman’s child is six years old, and Sharon
loves her as if she were her own granddaughter. Plus
there is another man who lives in the same house. I
guess he’s a friend of Sharon’s son and of the woman.
The son and the woman he once dated are not “living
together” in the usual sense of that phrase. So I said,
trying to piece it all together, it’s sort of like the TV
show Three’s Company, only with two guys and a girl.
Yes, sort of, Sharon said with a smile. Her son and the
woman don’t plan to get married, but the son says nei-
ther one of them is likely to marry anyone else given
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their current housing arrangements. And, to be pre-
cise, Sharon was flying to Baltimore to take care of the
“granddaughter” because the mother works for the
government and was flying to Iceland for some sort of
high-level conference. I think that about covers it. I
told Sharon that I barely understood it all and didn’t
think I could diagram it on paper.

When all is said and done, Sharon’s greatest desire
is to see her son rededicate his life to the Lord. She had
wrestled with all of the other details and complicating
circumstances until one day the Lord told her, “Sharon,
you just love him. I’ll change him.” And that’s what
she decided to do. Since then, everything has gone
much better. “I just love him, and I let the Lord take
care of everything else,” she said with a smile. 

And a big part of loving our children, especially
our wayward children, is to pray, “Lord, open the eyes
of their heart so that the light of Your truth can come
flooding in.”

Christ at the Center of Life

When Eugene Peterson translated the last part of
this prayer in Ephesians for THE MESSAGE, he included
this unique sentence: “At the center of all this, Christ
rules the church. The church, you see, is not peripheral
to the world; the world is peripheral to the church.”
There are two radically different ways of looking at
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things. Either (1) the world is at the center, and Christ
is at the periphery, or (2) Christ is at the center of life,
and the world is off at the edges. So many Christians
have bought into the notion that this world is all that
matters. They’ve pushed Christ to the periphery of life.
But when Christ comes to the center, the world is seen
for what it really is—something on the edges.

Not long ago I talked with a friend who was strug-
gling with this very issue. I explained that living for
Christ is like a football game. You’re either on the
bench or in the game. “Your problem is, you’re sitting
on the bench goofing off when you ought to be in the
game serving the Lord. Benchwarmers sit around, goof
off, laugh, and trade jokes while the game is going on.
If you ever decide to get in the game, you won’t have
time to do the things you do now.”

If our young people sleep around, if they get drunk
on the weekends, if they cheat and cut corners, or if
they are rebellious and unmotivated, those things are
only symptoms of a deeper, more fundamental issue.
They’ve never made a personal commitment to get se-
rious about Jesus Christ. They’re sitting on the bench
when they ought to be in the game. And I say this with
total certainty, once you get into the game, once Christ
becomes the center of life, no one will have to tell you
not to sleep around. No one will have to tell you,
“Don’t get drunk on the weekends.” You just won’t do
it. Christian, once the eyes of your heart are opened,

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 83



84

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

the light of God’s truth will come flooding in, and
you’ll never look at anything the same away again.

Sometimes we worry too much about the symptoms
without dealing with the root issues of life. We ought to
pray for God to open the eyes of the heart. When that
happens, life will radically change. The heart changes
first, then the outward actions follow. Then a person
will grab his helmet and get in the ball game for the
Lord. Then he will get into the huddle and say, “You
call the play, Lord. I’m ready to do whatever You say.”

The Results

As Paul prays, he has three things specifically in
mind that will result from the eyes of the heart being
opened. 

They Will Know All That God Has Given

“The hope to which he has called you” (Ephesians
1:18b). This looks back to the moment of their con-
version. Verses 3–14 list some elements of that hope:

Blessed with every spiritual blessing, v. 3

Chosen in Christ, v. 4

Predestined to be adopted as sons, v. 5

Recipients of His grace, v. 6
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Redeemed through His blood, v. 7

Forgiveness of sins, v. 7

Wisdom and understanding, v. 8

God ’s plan made known to us, vv. 9–10

Chosen and predestined, v. 11

Included in Christ, v. 13

Sealed by the Holy Spirit, v. 13

Given the earnest of the Spirit, v. 14

All this is ours. It is the permanent possession of every
child of God. We are rich and blessed beyond all mea -
sure. Paul prays that we might understand how rich we
already are.

They Will Know All That God Has Promised

“The riches of his glorious inheritance in the
saints” (Ephesians 1:18c). This looks ahead to the end
of time when we will see the Lord face-to-face and re-
ceive all that He has promised us. It is beyond our capacity
to describe the glory of meeting the Lord. Sometimes we
wonder what heaven will be like. I think it will be
everything we dreamed of and nothing like we imag-
ined. Going to heaven is not so much going to a place
as it is going to a person. If I’ve been away speaking for
a week, I may say to someone, “I can’t wait to get home
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again.” But I’m not talking about the literal bricks and
carpet. It’s not as if when I come in, I say, “Hello,
drapes, I’m glad to see you again. Hello, dining room,
I missed sitting in those chairs.” You’d think something
was wrong if I talked like that. No, home is precious to
me because of the people I love who live there. When I
say, “I can’t wait to go home,” I mean that I can’t wait
to see Marlene and Josh and Mark and Nick again. It’s
the same thing with heaven. The glory of heaven is not
the streets of gold or the gates of pearl or even the river
of life or the angels of God. The glory of heaven is
Jesus. Heaven is where Jesus is, and when we finally
get there, we will be home for all eternity.

They Will Know All That God Has Provided

“His incomparably great power for us who be-
lieve” (Ephesians 1:19a). There are four different
Greek words for power here. Paul uses the word from
which we get “dynamite” and the word from which we
get “energy.” He uses a word that means “muscular
strength” and another that means “courageous power.”
God’s power is sufficient for all we need. Often we are
gripped by fear, inadequacy, insecurity, and a feeling
that we are powerless to change things. The good news
is that God’s power is wrapped up in a person, Jesus
Christ. This is the power that exploded in Christ when
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He rose from the dead. If you know Him, you have the
greatest power source in the universe living within you. 

Not long ago I was asked to visit a woman in my
church who was dying of cancer. She looked so frail,
but her husband said that she perked right up when she
heard my voice outside her door. It was obvious to me
that the end was near. Speaking was difficult so I held
her hand and recited the great promises of God about
heaven. Someone in the room said that this lady was
afraid to die. I told her that I wasn’t an expert on death,
but I know someone who is. I told her I know someone
who had died and come back from the dead. His name
is Jesus. He holds the keys of death and Hades in His
hand. When the moment comes, don’t be afraid. Call
out the name Jesus, and He will come for you. I told
her that I don’t know about death by personal experi-
ence, but I know who stands at the door to make sure
we make it safely through to the other side. Then I
quoted the familiar words of the Twenty-third Psalm,
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow
of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy
rod and thy staff, they comfort me . . . Surely goodness
and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I
shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever” (Psalm
23:4, 6 KJV). After I prayed, someone in the room start-
ed to sing, “What a friend we have in Jesus . . .” We all
started singing, and I heard my friend in the hospital
bed singing with us in a frail voice. But there was a
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smile on her face. At death’s door, she was holding on
to Jesus. A few days later she met Him face-to-face. 

Pray, and Keep on Praying

Why should we worry? Why should we fear? Why
should we doubt? Our God has given us all we need.
Oh, that we might know the hope of our calling, the
riches of our inheritance, and the amazing power of
God. It’s all ours and wrapped up in one person, Jesus
Christ. Let’s pray that we might know Him better, that
our eyes might be opened to see things clearly, and
that we might love Him and serve Him and make Him
the center of our lives.

What a magnificent encouragement this passage
is. Pray, pray, and keep on praying. Pray for each other.
Husbands, pray for your wives. Wives, pray for your
husbands. Pray for the class you teach. Pray for the
new Christians you are discipling. Pray that they will
be turned on by the truth of God. 

The prayer we’ve been looking at can guide you in
praying for your children too. How long should we
pray for them? And what should we pray for them?
The first answer is, never stop praying for your chil-
dren. Paul said, “I keep on asking.” We can always
know God better than we do. And, second, when you
pray for these young people, ask the Lord to open the
eyes of their hearts to let His light come flooding in.
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“O Lord, help me to know You better. Open my eyes,

Lord. Let Your light come flooding into my heart.

Help me to know all that You have given, all that

You have promised, and all that You have provided

for me. Forgive me for hearing the truth so often and

not being changed by it. May Christ be at the 

center of my life, now and forever. Amen.”
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“For this reason I kneel before the Father, from

whom his whole family in heaven and on earth

derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious

riches he may strengthen you with power through

his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may

dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray

that you, being rooted and established in love,

may have power, together with all the saints, to

grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the

love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses

knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure

of all the fullness of God. Now to him who is able

to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imag-

ine, according to his power that is at work within

us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ

Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever!

Amen.”

%
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Beyond
Your Dreams

Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant
Reformation, had a good friend and assis-

tant by the name of Friedrich Myconius. In 1540, My-
conius became sick and was expected to die. On his
deathbed he wrote a tender farewell message to Luther.
When Luther read the message, he immediately sent a
reply: “I command thee in the name of God to live be-
cause I still have need of thee in the work of reforming
the church. . . . The Lord will never let me hear that
thou art dead, but will permit thee to survive me. For
this I am praying, this is my will, and may my will be
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done, because I seek only to glorify the name of God.”1

While those words might seem bold and brash, the
fact is that Myconius, who had already lost the ability
to speak when Luther’s reply came, soon recovered
from his illness and lived six more years. He died two
months after Luther did. What an amazing testimony
to the power of prayer. Wouldn’t you like to be able to
pray like that? I would!

One of the best ways to learn how to pray is to
study the prayers of the Bible. By listening in across
the centuries, we learn a great deal about the content
of biblical prayer and the intensity with which we
should pray. The idea of praying with intensity may be
new to some people. Many contemporary Christians
find themselves easily distracted when they attempt to
pray. If the truth were told, often we are playing
around at our prayers instead of approaching prayer
with a holy intensity. How different this is from the
prayers of Moses or Daniel or David or Paul. These
men of God prayed with fire in their souls. They cried
out to God with a single-minded focus that seemed to
shut out the world around them.

The Window of the Soul

There is a great lesson here if we care to take it to
heart. Prayer is truly the window of the soul. What we
pray for, we care for. And the reverse is also true. What
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we don’t pray about, we don’t care about. That’s a
solemn and convicting thought, and though we may
try to escape its magnitude, we cannot escape the
truth. We can say all we want about how much some-
thing means to us, but if we never bring it before God
in prayer, we cannot truly say that we care deeply about
it. We pray about what concerns us.

At least three things hold us back in the area of
prayer. First, we fear that we don’t pray often enough.
Second, we worry that we won’t use the right words, or
we fear we’ll say the wrong thing. Third, we think we
don’t have enough faith. Or, more accurately, we’re sure
we don’t have enough faith to be heard by God. That’s
why the Bible records the prayers of great saints of
God. We listen as Moses beseeches the Lord, as Ne-
hemiah and Daniel intercede with the Almighty. In
John 17 we observe the Lord Jesus talking intimately
with His heavenly Father. And scattered throughout
the Epistles, we find numerous short prayers by the
apostle Paul. These biblical prayers are models and ex-
amples. They are not forms to be slavishly followed
but guides to help us frame our thoughts as we come
before the Lord in prayer. If we need help in prayer
(and we do!), then we will be richly blessed as we study
the prayers of the Bible.

I am especially grateful that Paul wrote the prayer
we find in Ephesians 3:14–21. Beyond question, this
is one of the greatest prayers in the entire Bible. One
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writer called it “the Holy of Holies in the Christian
life.” Another writer called it “a prayer for the impossi-
ble.” This is the second prayer in Ephesians. We looked
at the prayer in Ephesians 1 in the last chapter. There
Paul prayed that the eyes of the heart might be opened
to know God better. If the first prayer is for enlighten-
ment, the second prayer is for enablement. If the first
prayer is for knowledge, the second is for power.

The Request

It’s easy to get lost in the details of this prayer. At
first reading, it appears to be a complex arrangement
of phrases piled one on top of the other, leading to a
powerful doxology in verses 20–21. If we look at it
that way, we’ll miss the main point. A better way to
study this prayer is to focus on the main request in
verse 16 where Paul prays that God might “strengthen
you with power through his Spirit in your inner
being.” This is a prayer for spiritual strength in the
inner being (literally, in Greek, the “inner man”). Paul
prays for one main thing in this prayer. He asks God to
strengthen the Ephesians by the Holy Spirit on the in-
side so that they can fulfill God’s will. Though this
prayer has many parts and builds to a big climax, there
is only one basic request. Keep that in mind as we look
at this text together.

How can I be so sure that there is only one basic
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request? The key is found in verse 13, just before the
prayer begins: “I ask you, therefore, not to be discour-
aged because of my sufferings for you, which are your
glory.” The phrase “not to be discouraged” can be
translated “not to lose heart” or “not to give up.” This
is extremely relevant because so many things sap our
strength: discouraging circumstances, monotonous
routine, physical weakness, personal failure, unwanted
interruptions, unfinished responsibilities, and unre-
solved conflicts. Any one of those things can knock us
out of commission, but often two or three of them hit
us at the same time. And then we are knocked to the
floor and find it hard to get up and get back in the
fight. Tom Landry, longtime coach of the Dallas Cow-
boys, was fond of remarking, “Fatigue makes cowards
of us all.” Most of us can handle a little bit of adversity,
and some of us can handle a lot of adversity, but every-
one has a breaking point. 

I discovered that truth in a very personal way a few
months ago when I said to my congregation, “You’re
not as strong as you think you are, and neither am I.”
Little did I know how true those words would prove to
be. A few days later I spent a week preaching in Florida.
I wasn’t feeling that great before I started, and I more or
less collapsed after my last sermon. Since I have been
sick only once in the last thirty years, I was unprepared
for what happened to me. There was a fever and
what seemed like the flu that morphed into a serious
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infection that caused me to miss my first Sunday in
seventeen years because of sickness. In the midst of the
illness, my mother died at the age of eighty-one. Al-
though her health had been declining, the timing of
her death was a surprise. And, like so many people be-
fore me, I can testify that even if you expect it, you’re
never really ready for the death of a parent. So we
rounded up the boys and made a quick trip to Alabama
where I had the privilege of speaking at my mother’s
graveside service. We buried her next to my father who
died twenty-nine years earlier. The whole experience
was like a blur in my mind, a “wrinkle in time” where
the past, present, and the future seemed to come to-
gether for one fleeting moment. Then it was home and
a recovery period that lasted for months. The following
picture came to mind as I thought about the breaking
points of life. The mightiest oak tree in the forest looks
invincible, but if you hit it in just the right place with a
tiny ax, it comes crashing down. The ax may be small,
but it can bring down a tree in just a few seconds.

Seen in that light, this is a prayer for something most
of us desperately need every day—spiritual strength.
When we feel weak, prayer can be difficult or almost
impossible. In those moments, here is a prayer that is
always appropriate. It is a prayer to pray before you
faint. If you are on the verge of giving up, take this
prayer to heart before you throw in the towel. When
you are weak, you need strength. And strength is the
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exact opposite of “losing heart” in verse 13. To be
“strengthened with power” means to be made power-
fully strong so that you can overcome the obstacles be-
fore you. The word for power is dunamis, from which
we get the English words “dynamic” and “dynamite”.
When you are made strong in the inner man by the
Holy Spirit, there will be power to blast out unbelief,
to overcome despair, to rise above anger, and to keep
going when you would rather quit. Note that this
power is put to work in the “inner self,” or the “inner
man.” That “inner man” is the control room of life
where every great decision is made. This is the place
where we need the most help.

“Lord, This Hurts”

As I pondered this prayer, it occurred to me how
different it is from most that I hear (and to be honest,
from most prayers I pray). 

Most of our prayers fall into two categories:

1. Pain-avoidance. “Lord, this hurts. Make it stop.”
2. Change of circumstances. “Lord, I don’t like

this. Change it, please.”

Every time I have mentioned this in church, I am
struck by the knowing smiles that spread across the
congregation. No one likes pain, and no one enjoys
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difficult circumstances. It’s natural to pray that your
pain would stop and that your circumstances would
improve—and it is not wrong to pray that way. The
problem is, those two categories can overwhelm all our
prayers so that we never pray for anything else. Yet
Paul never mentions anything remotely related to ei-
ther category. By the way, do you know where Paul
was when he wrote Ephesians? He was in prison in
Rome. Most authorities think he was chained at all
times to two Roman guards. Yet he never mentions his
imprisonment until almost the end of the epistle
(Ephesians 6:20). And his request is not, “Pray that I
will get out of here,” but rather, “Pray that I will be
bold for Christ even though I am in chains.”

“You’re Only Human”

Why does he pray for strengthening by the Spirit
in the inner man? Because our greatest need is for spir-
itual power on the inside. No believer ever advances so
far that he doesn’t need God’s power. As I thought about
this fact, I remembered my dear friends from Texas,
Jerry and Betty Formanek. Betty was a sweet spirit who
always wanted to encourage me in my ministry. Al-
most every Sunday she said the same thing to me. If I
heard her say it once, I guess I heard it a hundred times.
Sometimes she would pat my arm as she said it. “Pastor
Ray, remember, you’re only human.” At first I thought
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it was funny. Then it sort of drove me nuts. But much
later I realized how profound it was. She was right. I
am only human. And so are you. That means we’re all
in the same boat. All of us desperately need the Holy
Spirit to strengthen us on the inside.

I’m not as hot as I think I am.

I’m not as strong as I think I am.

I’m not as wise as I think I am.

I’m not as resilient as I think I am.

I’m not as resourceful as I think I am.

I’m not as good as I think I am.

So the prayer is not, “Lord, take away my bur-
dens,” but rather, “Lord, give me stronger shoulders to
carry the load.” It is a prayer for spiritual strength to do
the work God gives us to do. We especially need this in
three areas:

1. To do our daily tasks with joy.
2. To resist temptation with courage.
3. To endure persecution gladly.

“This is my path, Lord, the path You have chosen
for me. Make me powerfully strong in the inner man
to walk where You are leading.” That’s the heart of this
magnificent prayer. Everything else flows from this
basic request. 
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The Results

The rest of the passage reveals the three results that
come to us as we are strengthened by the Spirit on the
inside.

Christ Dwelling in Our Hearts by Faith

The first great result is found in verse 17a: “That
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” The
word “dwell” comes from a Greek word that itself is
made up of two smaller words, one meaning “down”
and the other meaning “home.” The prayer is that
Christ might be “down home” in your heart. It’s the
picture of a man at home in his own house. We all
know there is a difference between a house and a home.
A house is a building; a home is a dwelling place. It is
very possible for Christ to be “in” your heart but not
“at home” there. Let me illustrate. Suppose I go to visit
a very nice home. The lady of the house says, “Pastor
Ray, make yourself at home.” I look around and ap-
preciate the beauty of the home as I survey how nicely
everything is arranged. It is lovely in all respects, but I
do not feel at home there. I don’t know where anything
is. I don’t know where the bathroom is. I don’t know
where the living room is. I don’t know where the com-
puters are. And (most important) I don’t know where
the remote control is. How can a man be at home if he

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 100



101

n B E Y O N D  Y O U R  D R E A M S n

can’t find the remote control? If you come to my house,
you’ll see a man fully at home. I know where every-
thing is, and if I don’t know where it is, I know where
to look for it. And you can rest assured that when the
Super Bowl comes on, I’ll know exactly where the re-
mote control is because it will be right beside me.

Imagine your heart as a home with many rooms.
There is a living room, dining room, bedroom, kitchen,
computer room, TV room, attic, and closets. All of us
have special rooms that we reserve for entertaining our
guests. Most of us also have closets, basements, and at-
tics that we try to keep out of public view because they
are messy or contain items we don’t want others to see.
The same is true in the spiritual realm. Many of us
have welcomed Christ into a large part of our hearts.
But there are areas of life that He is not welcome to
enter. It might be the kitchen or the bedroom or the
recreation room that we keep locked from public view.
Too many believers keep Christ in the entryway, as if to
say, “Jesus, I’ve got You in the door. Now stay there and
don’t bother the rest of my life.” But the Lord wants to
enter every room. He wants to enter your kitchen, your
bedroom, your library, your TV room, your computer
room, and He wants access to every closet and even
the attic of your heart. As long as you keep the doors
locked, He can never be “at home” in your heart. And
you will never be happy as a Christian. Usually there is
some hidden sin—anger or bitterness or greed or lust
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or theft or jealousy or promiscuous behavior—that we
would be ashamed for the Lord Jesus to see. Perhaps
we don’t want Him rearranging that part of our lives.
Perhaps we like things the way they are. But we will
never be happy, and Christ will never be fully at home
until every door is opened to Him.

The question is not, “How much of the Lord do I
have?” but rather, “How much of me does the Lord
have?” O Christ, come in and purify my mind, ennoble
my thoughts, guide my lips, and direct my path. This,
then, is a prayer for a deeper experience between Christ
and the believer. Call it what you will—sanctification,
the “second blessing,” total surrender, dedication, or
even a filling of the Spirit. I call it “what we desperately
need that most of us lack.” Until Christ is at home in
your heart, He will always seem like a stranger to you
even though He lives in you. This is the first result of
being strengthened in the inner man by the Holy Spirit.

He’s not just watching me, He’s with me.

He’s not just with me, He’s in me.

He’s not just a visitor, He’s at home in my heart.

Growing Comprehension of the Love of Christ

“And I pray that you, being rooted and established
in love, may have power, together with all the saints,
to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the
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love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses
knowledge” (Ephesians 3:17b–19a). The second great
result of being strengthened by the Spirit in the inner
man is that you will have a growing comprehension of
the love of Christ. The Greek word translated “grasp”
has the idea of holding on to something. It means a
growing personal experience of love of Jesus Christ.
There is a sense in which all Christians experience the
love of Christ. But love itself has many dimensions. In
essence, Paul is saying, “I pray that you may grow in your
daily experience of the love of Jesus that you will come to
know (in a personal way) this love that surpasses knowl-
edge.” No matter how far you go in your knowledge of
Christ’s love, you will never come to the end of it.

Let me illustrate. When a man and woman meet
and date and fall in love, their love is real and true, but
it is not complete. On their wedding night, they will
experience love in a deeper way, but there is much
more to come. As the years go by, romantic love gives
way to a love that springs from a deep, personal com-
mitment made stronger and more profound by the
changing seasons of life. And so a husband may truly
say on his tenth anniversary, “Sweetheart, I love you
more today than the day we got married.” That is more
than poetry or sentiment. In a good marriage, that is
reality. My wife and I have been married thirty years.
That’s a long time to be married. It’s long enough that
we’ve been married longer than we were single. I can
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say without hesitation that it is better today than ever.
Our marriage is stronger and happier and more satis-
fying than ten or fifteen or twenty years ago. How that
happened I could not say, but it is true, and I am happy
to say it. And I pray the Lord gives us at least another
thirty years together.

Now take that principle into the spiritual realm,
and you will understand what Paul means by the
breadth and length and height and depth of the love of
Christ. The early church took this as a sign of the cross.
The “breadth and length” stood for the crossbar on
which the arms of Christ were nailed. The “height and
depth” stood for the vertical piece to which His legs
were nailed. It is a fitting image because nowhere is the
love of Christ more clearly seen than at the cross where
Jesus died for us. Dr. W. A. Criswell liked to talk about
“God’s love in four dimensions” from John 3:16:

“For God so loved the world”—

Breadth: “He included you.”

“That he gave his Son”—

Length: “He sent Jesus to die for you.”

“Should not perish”—

Depth: “He reached down for you.”

“Have everlasting life”—

Height: “He lifts you up to heaven.”2
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Christ’s love is broader than the universe, longer than
time, higher than hope, deeper than death. As we are
strengthened by the Spirit on the inside, we will come
to a new comprehension of Christ’s love for us.

Fullness of God in Your Life

“That you may be filled to the measure of all the
fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:19b). This is the whole
goal of the Christian life. Don’t water it down. The word
for “filled” has the idea of being dominated by some-
thing. If you are filled with rage, then rage will dominate
your life. If you are filled with love, then love domi-
nates your life. If you are filled with joy, then joy
dominates your life. When you are filled with God,
then God Himself will dominate your life. The human
personality can be totally transformed by virtue of the
presence of God. It is an amazing concept—to be filled
with all the fullness of God. Don’t shy away from the
implications of this truth. As believers we have been
created to be containers of God. He desires to pour
His life into ours and to fill us until we’re full.

Let’s think of this theologically for a moment.
Colossians 2:9 tells us that in Christ the fullness of
God dwells in bodily form. And when we come to
Christ in faith, He comes to live in us. God in Christ is
now reflected in us. That must lead to total moral ref-
ormation. Let’s suppose you have a big jar of muddy
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water that you want to see become a jar of clear water.
What’s the quickest way to make the transformation?
Take a garden hose and hook it up to an artesian spring
filled with clear, cool, pure water. Now place the hose
in the jar and turn on the water. As the clean water
rushes in, it flushes out the muddy water. If you let the
hose stay in the jar long enough, the muddy water will
eventually be completely displaced by the clean water.

This is a parable of the Christian life. All of us are
like jars of muddy water when we come to Christ.
Some are muddier than others, but all of us are unclean
when we find the Lord. It is the work of a lifetime to
replace the muddy water of our sinful inclinations with
the pure water of God’s holy character. This is the an-
swer to our entrenched bitterness, lust, greed, hate,
envy, impatience, dishonesty, and unfaithfulness.

May Your love, O Lord, come into me and drive out my anger.

May Your holiness enter and drive out my greed.

May Your purity enter and drive out my lust.

May Your mercy fill my soul and wash away my envy.

When Your patience comes in, my impatience will vanish.

When Your grace fills me within, I can forgive.

All that Thou art, Lord Christ, with all Your shining
beauty, come this moment and fill me. This is what Paul
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prays and envisions for every believer—to be filled
with the fullness of God.

The Man Who Denied God

Being “filled to the measure of all the fullness of
God” may sound impossible to someone who is con-
scious of the sin that stands between him and God.
Sometimes our memory of past failure keeps us from
believing what God has said. It may be that we have so
grown accustomed to the “dirty water” of sin that we
think it could never be made clean again. We wonder
if God will take us back. Or will He turn us away? The
answer is He will take us back, but we’ll never know
until we make that journey for ourselves. Several months
ago I was the guest host on Open Line, the question-
and-answer program heard nationally on the Moody
Broadcasting Network. With about three minutes left
in the program, I took one final call. As soon as I heard
the man’s voice, I knew he was distraught. He pro-
ceeded to tell a story unlike anything I have ever heard
before. “I used to be a Christian, but my wife left me
for another man. When she told me that she was leav-
ing, I got angry and ripped up the Bible in front of her.
Then I denied God in the name of the Trinity.” His
voice broke, and he started weeping. “I know it was
wrong to do that, but I don’t think God will ever take
me back. What can I do?” I glanced at the clock and
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saw that we had about ninety seconds left in the pro-
gram. It was a dilemma because this was the kind of
call you wish you had a whole hour to discuss. But the
seconds were ticking away, and I had to say something
quickly. 

“Sir, I don’t have much time, so let me tell you this
one thing. I know God loves you just the way you are,
and He will take you back.” 

“But I ripped up the Bible in front of my wife.” 
“Sir, I know God loves you, and He will take you

back.” 
“But I denied God in the name of the Trinity.” 
“God loves you, and He will take you back.” The

man wept openly as I said those words. Now we were
down to the last thirty seconds. “We’re almost out of
time so I want you to listen carefully. Your broken heart
tells me that God will take you back. The Lord never
turns away a broken heart. When this program is over,
I want you to get on your knees, put the Bible in front
of you, tell the Lord you know the Bible is the Word of
God, and ask Him to forgive you. And I want you to
renounce your denial of faith. Tell the Lord that you
know He is God, and ask the Lord Jesus to forgive you.
Ask Him for a fresh start. If you do that, you will not
be turned away.” With that, our time ran out, and the
program was over. I never heard from the man again. I
don’t know if he took my counsel or not. But I am sure
that I told him the truth. No matter how great our sin
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may be, if we turn to the Lord, He will abundantly
pardon. “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and
forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheri-
tance? You do not stay angry forever but delight to
show mercy” (Micah 7:18).

This is all great, good news, but we must take it to
heart. If we believe that in Jesus Christ dwells all the
fullness of God (and we do), and if we believe Christ
dwells in our hearts by faith (and we do), then we may
believe that in our lives dwells the fullness of God, the
beauty of God, the grace of God, the mercy of God,
the holiness of God, the kindness of God, all that God
is, God then may fill us and drive out the evil, lust,
greed, impatience, unbelief, critical spirit, and the
angry intolerance that holds us back. As the Holy Spir-
it changes us, the perfection of God is reflected in us.
No matter what we may think, this is not impossible.
It all goes back to the first request. This is the end
result when we are strengthened inside by the Holy
Spirit, even though it may seem far out of our reach.

The Answer Depends on God

Unless God intervenes none of this can ever come
to pass in our lives. How can we know that God will
do it? It is such a big prayer! Paul gives us the answer
in verses 20–21. The answer to this prayer is not up to
us; it’s up to God! That brings us to the magnificent
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doxology that concludes this prayer: “Now to him
who is able to do immeasurably more than all we
ask or imagine, according to his power that is at
work within us, to him be glory in the church and
in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever
and ever! Amen” (Ephesians 3:20–21). 

Here is how verse 20 reads in the New King James
Version: “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly
abundantly above all that we ask or think, according
to the power that works in us.” Both versions make
clear that this prayer can be answered because God is
able to answer it. Paul isn’t saying, “I hope this will
happen, but I’m not sure about it.” We all live with a
certain degree of inability: “Remember, Pastor Ray,
you’re only human.” We live in a “hope so, maybe so,
might be, and I’m not sure” kind of world. It’s not a
sign of weakness to admit your weakness when you re-
ally are weak. We can have assurance that God is able
to do whatever it takes to answer this prayer. John Stott
points out that there are seven stages in this great state-
ment by the apostle Paul:

1. He is “able to do” because he is not idle or inac-
tive or dead.

2. He can do “what we ask” because he hears us
when we pray.

3. He can do “what we think” because he knows
what we think before we think it.

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 110



111

n B E Y O N D  Y O U R  D R E A M S n

4. He can do “all we ask or think” because he
knows it all and can do it all.

5. He can do “more than we ask or think” because
his plans are bigger than our plans.

6. He can do “much more” than we ask or think
because there is no holding back with God.

7. He can do “exceedingly abundantly” beyond
what we can imagine because he is the God of
the superlative.3

Pay close attention to the phrase “exceedingly
abundantly.” Having two “-ly” adverbs back-to-back
sounds strange to our ears. We may wonder if it is some
sort of misprint, but it’s not. The translators chose that
odd formulation because it appears that Paul coined a
Greek phrase that had never been used before. It has
three parts. The first part means “above and beyond.”
The second part means “out of.” The third part means
“abundant.” “Exceedingly abundantly” means in fi -
nitely above and beyond all human measurement. It’s
one thing to do what someone asks you to do. It’s an-
other thing to go beyond what he asks you to do. But
it’s something else to go infinitely beyond what he asks
you to do. God’s ability is “off the chart.” It can’t be
measured. It’s so great that it can’t even be imagined.
This verse is teaching us the exceeding, abundant, im-
measurable, infinite ableness of God. There are no lim-
its to what God can do. We can’t even imagine what
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God can do. His power is so great that we don’t even
know what we don’t know.

“God Can Do Anything Now”

It is not our prayers that mark His ability. He can
do far more than we can pray. It is not our dreams and
hopes that mark His ability. He can do things we can’t
even dream of. He is not limited by our prayers, our
problems, our dreams, or even by our meager theories
about who He is. This week I listened as a friend talked
about what this text meant to him. After almost being
destroyed by alcohol, drugs, and immorality, Christ
saved him and utterly transformed his life, his mar-
riage, his family, and his career. With profound grati-
tude, he thought about his own life in light of verse
20, and then he said, “God can do anything now.”
He’s absolutely right.

And how does He do it? He does it “according to
his power that is at work within us.” It is “his power”
but is power that is already at work “in us.” The power
to make this prayer come true is already at work in us.
God’s omnipotence is thus joined to my weakness. At
the very point of my need—when I am weak, tired,
fearful, doubting, discouraged, angry, upset, undone,
and ready to give up and quit—at precisely that point,
God’s power is at work in me to give me what I need at
that very moment. We may say this several ways:
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Eternity joins time.

The infinite unites with my finiteness.

The transcendent touches the earthly.

The power of heaven is set loose on the earth.

The key to understanding God’s power working in
us is to remember the great promises of God that are
given to every believer. We are already chosen . . . pre-
destined . . . accepted . . . redeemed . . . sealed . . . saved .
. . raised with Christ . . . united with Christ as members
of His body . . . seated with Him in heaven . . . made cit-
izens of heaven . . . called the children of God . . . and
fellow heirs of all God has promised. If God has already
done that for us, is there anything else we need that He
won’t provide for us? The answer is clear. God will give
us what we need when we truly need it. It may not come
early, and we may not experience all that we think we
need, but God will never let His children down. He
who knows what we truly need will see that we have it
when we truly need it. If God is God, that must be true.
Therefore, if we need power . . . endurance . . . patience
. . . mercy . . . forgiveness . . . a way out of temptation . . .
confidence . . . guidance . . . an answer to our prayers . . .
a friend to help us . . . consolation . . . a clear conscience
. . . inner peace . . . joy in hard times . . . a new idea . . .
stamina . . . faith . . . hope . . . love . . .  if we truly need
those things (and we all need those things sooner or
later—usually sooner), God will not hold back from us.
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As Romans 8:32 puts it, “He who did not spare his own
Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also,
along with him, graciously give us all things?” Every-
thing I need is available to me. Things I don’t know
about are available to me. Things I’ve never dreamed of
are available to me. 

Notice the arena of the promise. When this prayer is
answered, God is greatly glorified “in the church” (v. 21).
And God is greatly glorified when His power is dis-
played in the church. This means that God’s power is
available to all believers without distinction—young
and old, rich and poor, male and female, new believers
and seasoned saints, married and single, and of any eth-
nic origin and skin color. It also means that God’s power
is available to the church as a body. Thus, the church as a
local congregation can pray this prayer and believe that
God will answer it with a demonstration of His power.

The final part of verse 21 tells us that this promise
of God’s power will endure forever. Paul uses a very
unusual expression to drive his point home. God’s
power will extend to every generation, and it will never
come to an end. And what should this mean for us?

Teach this truth to your children because it is as
good for the next generation as it is for this one. And
learn it yourself because it is as true in bad times as it is
in good times. 

How should we apply this text? Let’s start with
your church. Suppose that the apostle Paul were the

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 114



115

n B E Y O N D  Y O U R  D R E A M S n

pastor of your local church. Do you think he would be
impressed with what you have done? Would he look at
the building, the musical instruments, the parking lot,
the educational space, and say, “This is amazing!” I
don’t think so. Would he comment, “Wow! You’ve got
PowerPoint!”? I doubt it. If Paul were your pastor, I
think that every time he lifted his eyes to heaven he
would hear God say, “I can do more in this church
than you have yet asked or thought.” That would lead
him to pray for power and then step out in a new ven-
ture of faith for the Lord. When he looked again to
heaven, he would hear God say, “Paul, I can do more!”
So he would strike out again in a venture of faith, and
God would say, “I can do more!” Each time he heard
that, Paul would stretch himself out of his comfort
zone and into the realm of impossibility. No matter
what he did, the response of God would always be the
same: “I can do more and more and more.” We ought
to consider our churches in light of this prayer. No
matter how large or small our churches may be, I do
not think we need to spend much time patting our-
selves on the back for what we think we have accom-
plished. We haven’t even scratched the surface of what
God can do in our churches. God can always do more.

A Trinitarian Prayer

There is also personal application to be made.
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When you are weak, pray to be strengthened on the in-
side. This is a prayer that God will always answer. And
as you pray this prayer, ask God for these three things
as a result: (1) that Christ might be at home in your
heart, (2) for a growing comprehension of the love of
Christ, and (3) for the fullness of God in your life.

Our greatest need is strength—so pray this prayer.
Our greatest temptation is to make excuses or to seek
better circumstances—so pray this prayer. As we pray
this magnificent prayer, we will discover a Trinitarian
answer. Look at Paul’s words again. 

All three persons of the Trinity are involved in this
prayer:

“That the Holy Spirit might strengthen us.”

“That Christ might indwell us.”

“That God Himself might fill us.”

Your Prayers Are Too Small!

As I come to the end of this chapter, I want to em-
phasize the simplicity of our response. There is one
crucial word in the text that I passed over earlier. In
verse 17 Paul prays that “Christ may dwell in your
hearts through faith.” How simple this is. Pray in
faith. God requires true, living faith and nothing else.
Jesus comes in when faith opens the door. And He
brings the fullness of God with him. Take the tiniest
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atom, infinitesimally small, far smaller than the naked
eye can see. Take that atom and split it. You will release
power beyond human calculation. Now take the sim-
plest, smallest prayer offered in faith. That prayer will
yield supernatural results in your life.

So, then, on the basis of this text: Pray boldly! Per-
haps you’ve heard of J. B. Phillips’ book Your God Is Too
Small. Someone should write a book called Your Prayers
Are Too Small. Pray big prayers to a big God. “Open
wide your mouth and I will fill it,” says the Lord (Psalm
81:10). Pray for that which only God can answer. 

Thou art coming to a King

Large petitions with Thee bring

For his grace and power are such

None can ever ask too much.

And while you are praying, pray that God will be glo-
rified in the answer to your prayers. This means that
God’s reality will be so clearly demonstrated that His
reputation is enhanced in the world. 

Is God Able?

At the end of the day there is one final question our
fearful hearts may ask. You may wonder, “Is God able
to help me?” No matter how many verses you read,
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inner fear and deep doubt can erase any spark of hope.
The question is real: Is God able? If we believe the
Bible, the answer must be yes.

Is there enough sunlight to light your living room?

Is there enough water in the ocean to fill a thimble?

All too often our focus is on our problems when it
ought to be on God. If you look at your own weakness,
the logical conclusion will be discouragement, doubt,
and frustration. But if you focus on His unlimited
power, you will find faith and hope in spite of your cir-
cumstances. How weak we are. How Lilliputian our
strength.

Consider God. Think on Him. “Ponder anew
what the Almighty can do, if with his love he befriend
you.” How strong God is! Who knows what He will
do? God has infinite ways of helping us.

He is able to strengthen us when we are weak.

He is able to answer far more than we ask.

He is able to hear the faintest cry.

He is able to lift our burdens in the time of crisis.

He is able to guide us when we have lost our way.

But what if you are in a crisis situation even as you
read these words? What if you are in a “fiery furnace” at
this moment? Remember this: He brought you into it,
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He will be with you in it, and when His purposes are
accomplished, He will lead you out of it. And you’ll be
surprised how He does it. When I was growing up in
northwest Alabama, my father would sometimes take
us to visit the farm where he grew up outside of Ox-
ford, Mississippi. The drive took a little over two
hours, and we would pass through a number of small
towns on the way—Belgreen, Red Bay, Fulton, Tupelo,
and New Albany. My brothers and I would say, “Are
we there yet?” and Dad would answer, “No, not yet.”
Eventually we would fall asleep, and when we woke
up, we were there! It seemed like magic to us, but our
father knew the way because he had traveled it many
times. He knew all along how to get there and wasn’t
going to make a mistake. 

In the same way, our heavenly Father knows the
way we should go. He knows how to lead us safely on
the journey from earth to heaven. And even when we
think we’ve taken a wrong turn or perhaps are going in
circles, our Father knows what He is doing. And one
day we’ll open our eyes in wonder and amazement and
say, “Wow! How did we end up here?” 

How can we be sure of that? Because “God is able.”
What God is that? The God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob. The God of Moses. The God of Israel. The God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The God who
spoke a thousand million galaxies into being. The God
who has numbered the grains of sand. The God who
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knows the number of hairs on your head. The God
who sees the sparrow when it falls. The God who holds
the universe in His hands. That God, the almighty, all-
powerful, all-knowing, ever-present God of the uni-
verse—He will direct your paths. If God has said He will
lead you, then why are you fearful? If God has said He
will take up your cause, then why are you worried
about tomorrow?

No evil can baffle you if He leads the way.

No enemy can stop you if He leads the way.

No opposition can derail you if He leads the way.

No obstacle can forever stand against you if He leads 

the way.

No one can say for sure how He will do it. There
are thousands of ways in which God leads His chil-
dren. He leads us through delays, detours, miracles,
the advice of friends, unexpected opportunities, sud-
denly closed doors, answered prayer, unanswered
prayer, inner impressions, and a still small voice. You
don’t see how he leads you this side of heaven. On this
side you see the problems. But when you know God,
He leads you step-by-step. You will look back and say,
“I don’t know how I got from there to here, but I do
know this: Jesus led me all the way.”

So we marvel at the richness of an amazing prayer
tied to an amazing promise. It is an impossible prayer
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made possible because “God is able” to do “exceedingly
abundantly” beyond all we could ask or think. God
wants us to pray, He invites us to pray, and He waits
for us to call upon Him. He is able to hear us and to
answer us. If we do our part and pray, God does not
fail to do His.

Heavenly Father, thank You that Your provision is

far greater than my need. I come in Jesus’ name,

deeply conscious of my weakness. Strengthen me by

Your power on the inside so that I might walk the

path You have set for me. May my life be a fitting

dwelling place for the Lord Jesus, and may I con -

tinue to grow in His love. Grant me fresh faith to

believe in You. Teach me to pray big prayers that

You might be honored in a big way in my life.

Thank You that what You have already done is

only the beginning. Be glorified in me, in my family,

and in my church—today, tomorrow, and forever!

Through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.
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“With this in mind, we constantly pray for you,

that our God may count you worthy of his calling,

and that by his power he may fulfill every good pur-

pose of yours and every act prompted by your faith.

We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus may

be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the

grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

%
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Hanging Tough
for Jesus

In order to properly understand this prayer, we
need to back up a few verses so we can under-

stand the context properly: “Therefore, among God’s
churches we boast about your perseverance and faith
in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring. All
this is evidence that God’s judgment is right, and as a
result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of
God, for which you are suffering” (2 Thessalonians
1:4–5). Note the words Paul uses when he addresses
the Thessalonians: “persecutions,” “trials,” and “suffer-
ing.” This prayer is different from the ones we have
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considered previously, because the people Paul was
praying for were in a desperate situation. 

It’s never been easy to be a Christian, but in some
parts of the world it is extremely difficult and even
dangerous. Kurdish convert Ziwar Mohammed Ismaeel
was shot and killed in a city in northern Iraq.1 When
Ismaeel became a Christian, his family asked the leader
of the local mosque what to do since he had left the
Muslim faith. The mullah declared him an apostate
and recommended that he be killed. Some of his rela-
tives captured him and took him out to a remote place,
where they gave him the choice of either renouncing
his faith in Christ or being killed. His friends managed
to rescue him and sent him into hiding. But Ismaeel
refused to stay there very long because he did not want
to show fear. “With Jesus on my side, I have nothing
to fear,” he declared. “I have to go back to my family
and tell them that even when they kill me, I will never
deny Christ.”

He made his living as a taxi driver. On the morning
of February 17, 2003, he was waiting in a line of taxis
at the train station for his turn to receive passengers. A
stranger approached and began talking with him. Fel-
low taxi drivers said that Ismaeel offered a cup of tea to
the man, who then began to demand loudly that Is-
maeel deny his faith in Christ and come back to Islam.
When Ismaeel refused, saying he could not stop be-
lieving in Christ, the stranger asked him to step aside
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and talk privately with him. Just seconds later, eyewit-
nesses said, the man pulled out a machine gun and
started shooting point-blank at Ismaeel. Twenty-eight
bullets were pumped into his body, killing Ismaeel on
the spot. When the police captured his killer, the man
claimed be fulfilling the will of Allah and said, “I don’t
feel guilty for doing it.” He was said to be a member of
the Islamic Union who had spent two years in Afghani -
stan. A friend who knew Ismaeel said, “He was always
exhorting other Christians to be bold, to not be afraid.”
He left behind a wife and five children. 

God’s Judgment Is Right

And Paul said, “I boast everywhere I go about your
faith and your perseverance.” Then he says something
that sounds a bit strange, if you think about it. “This is
evidence that God’s judgment is right.” What does he
mean, God’s judgment is right? How can it be right for
a woman to become a widow because her husband was a
Christian? How does the death of a persecuted Christian
prove that God’s judgment is right? By itself, it doesn’t
prove anything. Persecution is a terrible reality for mil-
lions of believers around the world, but that’s not exactly
what Paul is referring to. He’s not saying, “Everywhere I
go I boast about your persecution,” as if that by itself
was a good thing. He’s not praising evildoers because
they are somehow doing Christians a favor by persecut-
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ing them. To say that would be to turn morality upside
down and virtually say that evil has somehow become
good. That can’t be right. Evil is always evil.

Paul’s boast was not in their persecution but in their
perseverance and in their faith. The Greek word for per-
severance is very important. It literally means to “remain
under” something. In this context it describes a person
who will not be swayed from his loyalty to Christ even
by the greatest trials and sufferings. Perseverance is not
merely enduring trials with gritted teeth, but patiently
waiting with radiant hope for the dawn of a better day.

Then Paul adds something else in verse 5. By your
suffering, God is making you “worthy” of the king-
dom. Another way to say it is, “God is making you fit
for heaven.” There are two things we can remind our-
selves of when we go through hard times because of
our faith. First, the Lord notices our sufferings. He who
sees the sparrow when it falls to the ground, keeps a
watchful eye on His suffering children. Just as a parent
takes special care of a child who is ill, the Lord gives
special attention to His children who bear reproach
for His sake. Second, our sufferings have an eternal pur-
pose. They are not random acts of fate. When Mr. Is-
maeel went to his taxi stand, the Lord went with him.
And when his assailant pumped twenty-eight bullets
into his body, the Lord stood by his side. And when he
died, the Lord was there to welcome him home to
heaven. Whatever else we may say about it, we must
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confess that our Lord makes no mistakes, even though
many things in this life have no explanation.

God Never Says “Oops!”

On the day the war in Iraq started, I spoke to the
older students at Oak Park Christian Academy. I could
see fear etched on their faces. I told them that I wished
I could promise them that war would not come, but I
couldn’t promise it because war might come. And I
told them that I wished I could promise them that ter-
rorists would never strike the United States again, but
I couldn’t say that because it might happen eventually.
The future is uncertain for all of us. I told the students
that the Bible says “fear not” over 300 times. God’s
word to us today and tomorrow is, “Fear not!” When
the troops march and the bombs fall, His word is the
same, “Fear not.” His word for the day after tomorrow
is “Fear not.” Finally, I told the children to remember
two things: First, the Lord is always with us no matter
what happens. Second, the Lord makes no mistakes
no matter how scary life may seem. 

When asked by her mother what she learned in
Sunday school, a little girl answered, “I learned that
God never says, ‘Oops!’” In the same way, God did not
say “Oops!” when the war started in Iraq that night.
There are no surprises with God. Even our trials some-
how fit into His plan for us.
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Paul’s prayer for the suffering believers in Thessa-
lonica comes in verses 11–12. As he does in other
places, he packs a great deal into just a few phrases.
This is a wartime prayer. You could summarize it this
way: “I am praying for you, that you will hang tough
for Jesus no matter how hard it gets.”

Two Requests

That You Might Be Living Proof

“With this in mind, we constantly pray for you,
that our God may count you worthy of his calling”
(2 Thessalonians 1:11a). Paul has already said in verse
5 that the Thessalonians’ steady faith under pressure
was proof that God was making them worthy of the
kingdom. Now he prays that God will keep doing what
He’s already started to do. Note once again that Paul
doesn’t say, “I pray that your trials might go away.” He
doesn’t say, “I am praying that your persecution would
soon come to an end.” Those are legitimate requests,
but that’s not how Paul prays. In the spiritual realm
there are no shortcuts to maturity. No pain, no gain.
Paul understood the evangelistic value of a steadfast faith.
“Lord, make my brothers and sisters living proof so that
the whole world will know what You can do through
believers who can take the heat and not give up.” The
motto of the Marine Corps is “Semper Fidelis,” which
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means “always faithful.” Often it is shortened to “Sem-
per Fi.” That should be our motto as well: Semper Fi—
always faithful to the Lord, our calling, and our family!
When you know where you are going, you can be “always
faithful” to the very end. 

Hugh Latimer was a Protestant preacher in Eng-
land in the 1500s. When Queen Mary (“Bloody
Mary”) came to the throne, she attempted to return
England to the Roman Catholic Church. Latimer
protested and was thrown into jail along with his
friend Nicholas Ridley. Convicted of heresy, they were
sentenced to be burned at the stake. The sentence was
carried out on October 16, 1555. As they approached
the stake, Ridley drew back in fear. Latimer comforted
his friend with words that have echoed across the gen-
erations: “Be of good cheer, Master Ridley, and play
the man, for we shall this day light such a candle in
England as I trust by God’s grace shall never be put
out.” And so they did light a candle for God by their
fiery ordeal. They were living proof to the very end.
Semper Fi—always faithful to the Lord.

That You Might Have God-centered Goals

“And that by his power he may fulfill every good
purpose of yours and every act prompted by your
faith” (2 Thessalonians 1:11b). Translators have a
hard time with this verse because it’s not totally clear
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what Paul is saying. Let me give you two other versions
of this request:

1. We “pray that he will fill your good ideas and
acts of faith with his own energy so that it all
amounts to something” (THE MESSAGE).

2. “We pray for God’s power to help you do all the
good things that you hope to do and that your
faith makes you want to do” (CEV).

We all have ideas, but not every idea is a good idea.
Not every dream is a good dream, and not every goal is
a worthy goal. There are dreams and ideas that are good
and worthy because they come from God. Paul is saying,
“I’m praying that you won’t waste your life on things
that don’t matter. I don’t want to see you come to the
end and say, ‘I blew it.’ So I’m praying that you will
figure out what really matters in life, and then you will
have the faith to go and do it.” Unless the Lord builds
the house, those who build it labor in vain (Psalm 127). 

Five weeks after the terrorist attack on September
11, 2001, I stood with a group of four men at Ground
Zero in Manhattan looking at the ruins of the World
Trade Center. We had traveled twenty-four hundred
miles through eleven states in one hundred hours to
deliver copies of the book An Anchor for the Soul to
Christian ministries in New York City. We left Oak
Park, Illinois, on Sunday afternoon and drove straight
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through to High Point, North Carolina, where we
picked up copies of the book from the Prison Fellow-
ship warehouse. On Monday night we visited the Pen-
tagon and stood close to where the plane crashed into
the building. Later that night we stood in front of the
White House and prayed for the president and for the
nation. On Wednesday we were in New York City
where we led a church service in the Bronx, and on
Thursday we drove back to Oak Park. At the end of
our worship service in the Bronx, I talked with a young
firefighter from Yonkers named Scott. His company
had been called to the World Trade Center about 1:30
A.M. on September 12. Everything was still in chaos.
Other buildings were about to collapse. The scene
sounded like something out of Dante’s Inferno. As he
recounted the story, Scott said that what he experi-
enced there caused him to get serious about his Chris-
tian faith. 

A few days later someone asked what I learned
from our visit to Ground Zero. I replied that one fact
keeps pounding away in my brain. The words of 1 John
2:17 come through loud and clear: “The world is pass-
ing away along with its desires, but whoever does the
will of God abides forever” (ESV). As I stood just a few
feet from the twisted, smoking ruins of the World
Trade Center, I kept thinking, “This is what the world
comes to sooner or later. Everything built by man can
be destroyed by man. These things do not last forever.”
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September 11 ought to be a wake-up call for all of us
to reconsider our personal priorities. What are you liv-
ing for? “For what does it profit a man to gain the
whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36, ESV).
There is a message here for all of us if we will heed it:
“Find out what matters in life. And then go and do it!”
Not everything matters. Not everything is truly as im-
portant as we think it is.

That’s where this prayer becomes so powerful.
When you pray for others, pray that they will pursue
godly goals instead of worldly goals, and that they will
be given strength to fulfill all that God has for them to
do. By the way, this is a powerful prayer for parents to
pray for their children. Ask the Lord to give them godly
goals. Pray that your children will dream big dreams for
God and have the energetic faith to see them come to
pass.

Two Results

Christ is glorified in us.

“We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus
may be glorified in you” (2 Thessalonians 1:12a). To
glorify the name of Christ means to enhance His repu-
tation in the world. For Ziwar Mohammed Ismaeel,
glorifying Christ meant being faithful to the point of
death. For all of us, it means living so that others know
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that we know Jesus and are not ashamed of Him. We
have a tremendous evangelistic opportunity during
hard times if we will respond with grace and dignity.
The world watches closely to see if our religion works as
well in the darkness as it does in the sunlight. Many peo-
ple have been converted not by a sermon but by the
testimony of God’s grace shining through the pain a
believer endures.

So when you pray, ask God to make you strong in
your weak places so that you will be like the house
built on the rock. Though the rains come down and
the floodwaters rise, your house will stand firm because
it is built on a solid foundation (Matthew 7:24–27). 

Two weeks ago my friend Bruce Thorn called to
say hello. Bruce and I grew up together in Alabama
and have been friends for almost forty years. Every
time he calls me, he shares something that comes right
from the heart of God. This time he started talking
about smoke and mirrors. To most of us, that phrase
brings to mind magicians such as Penn & Teller who
use smoke and mirrors to conceal reality. But Bruce
said that God uses smoke and mirrors to reveal the
truth. The “smoke” is like the cloudy pillar that led the
children of Israel through the wilderness. And the
“mirror” is like the mirror referred to in 1 Corinthians
13 that describes the day when we will all stand before
the Lord. Now we see things dimly, and we can conceal
things from each other. But when we stand before the
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Lord, all will be revealed, and the total truth about
each one of us will be fully known. Bruce said that lots
of people prefer smoke and mirrors because they don’t
want to know the truth about themselves. They would
rather cover up than confront their flaws. The prayer
here is, “Lord, give me a strong heart and a good foun-
dation so that I can survive hard times with my faith
intact so that those who know me will know that I
know You.”

We are glorified in him.

“And you in him” (2 Thessalonians 1:12b). I
thought about this little phrase all week long, but it
wasn’t until late last night that I finally got my hands
around it. It’s like playing on Michael Jordan’s team. In
fact, it’s as if you are standing in a vast crowd of people
and MJ looks at you and says, “I want you on my team.”

“But I don’t even know how to play basketball,”
you reply. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Michael says. “Just pass
the ball to me, and I’ll do the rest.” So that’s what you
do. You go out on the basketball court in front of thou-
sands of cheering fans with millions of people watching
on TV. It’s a heady experience, but then you remember
that they aren’t cheering for you. They don’t even know
who you are. But it doesn’t matter. You’re on Michael
Jordan’s team. When the game starts, someone passes
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you the ball. You don’t even take a step. You just look
for MJ and throw the ball to him. He then does one of
those patented head fake, double-pump, around the
back, through the legs, 360-degree rotation, tomahawk
slam-dunks. The crowd goes wild. He gets the points,
and you get an assist. As you go back down the court,
he grins at you and says, “Nice pass.” And that’s how it
is all game long. You get the ball and pass it to Michael.
That’s all you ever do. But that’s enough because he’s
the greatest there ever was. And guess what? Your team
ends up winning the game in double overtime. After-
ward the reporters crowd around Michael to ask him
questions. No one seems to know you were even in the
game. But then you hear Michael Jordan say your
name. He’s telling the reporters he couldn’t have done
it without you. You smile even though you know that
he didn’t need you; anyone could have passed the ball
to him. But he chose you, and you did it. Because of
your passing and MJ’s greatness, you won the game.
Michael was the hero, but you share in his victory be-
cause you were on his team.

As wonderful as that fantasy might be for a basket-
ball fan, something much greater is in store for us.
We’re on Jesus’ team. He chose us, and He made us
starters. We can’t do much, and without Him, we can’t
do anything at all. The game is long and hard, and
sometimes it seems like we’re going to lose because the
other team is mean and vicious, and they cheat all the
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time. But in the end Team Jesus comes out on top
because the captain of our team is the King of kings
and Lord of lords. He’s the greatest there ever was, and
He’s the greatest there ever will be. We’re joined with
Him by faith so that when He wins, we win. That’s
what it means to be glorified in Him. We’re not much,
but the glory that comes to Him comes also to us be-
cause He looks at us and says with a smile, “Nice pass,”
even though we know He could have done it without
us. We share in His glory because we are on His team.
That’s the final reward for hanging tough for Jesus. 

When you stand strong under pressure, four things
happen: 

1. You are living proof of God’s power.
2. You accomplish God’s goals for your life.
3. You glorify Christ with your life.
4. You share in His ultimate victory.

What a wonderful way to live. What a wonderful way
to pray. Here’s the best argument I know for hanging
tough in hard times and dreaming big dreams for God.
We’re all going to die someday. Therefore, the only
question is whether you’re going to die playing it safe
or risking it all for the Lord. I don’t want to die until
I’m dead. I want to live until the very last moment,
fully invested for Jesus Christ and for His kingdom. I
want to be doing everything I can to advance His cause
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in the world and take risks on the basis of kingdom
principles. I don’t want to waste my few years on this
planet hoarding my resources so I can have earthly se-
curity. That’s not what the life of faith is about.

One additional point. If you decide to live on the
edge, you may not be completely successful. Maybe
things will work out for you, maybe they won’t. If you
decide to become someone who takes risks for Jesus
Christ, will you see success in all that you do? Probably
not. Most of the men and women in the Bible who
took great risks saw only partial success for their ef-
forts. Abraham made it to the Promised Land but lived
his whole life in tents. Moses led his people to the Jor-
dan River but could go no farther. Joshua conquered
the land, but not all the enemies were defeated. So it
goes for those who live by faith. 

Our great calling is to find out what God is doing
in the world and then to fling ourselves wholeheartedly
into His cause. Let me make that more specific. At
some point you must put down this book and go back
to daily life. Go back to your world, your home, your
business, your neighborhood, your classroom, your
club, your family, your church, your town, your city,
your state, and your nation and find out what God is
doing there. Then go do it with Him. Throw yourself
without hesitation into God’s work in your world. And
then get ready for the time of your life. That’s God’s
call to all of us. If we win, we win. If we lose, we lose.
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But in the end, the only losers will be those who held
themselves back from teaming up with God.

All By Grace, All the Time

Are you experiencing hard times right now? Are
you perplexed by some persecution you’re going
through or wiped out with some worry? God’s word to
you is clear: Stand firm. Stay the course. Don’t despair.
Don’t give up. One day God will make everything right.
Our responsibility is to hang tough for Jesus.

There is one final phrase that I don’t want us to
miss. It tells us how all this is possible: “According to
the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ” (2
Thessa lonians 1:12c). It’s all by grace, all the time.
Everything in the Christian life is by grace. We are
saved by grace, we live by grace, we hang tough by
grace, we die by grace, and we go to heaven by grace.

If you truly know Jesus Christ, you can hang tough
and live without fear because you know whatever
comes, you’ll be all right. One day I got a call that
Frank Catrambone had been taken to a local hospital
with serious blood clots in his lungs and in one of the
vessels leading to his heart. His situation was extremely
critical. By the time I got to the Intensive Care Unit,
he had been given some sort of powerful clot-dissolv-
ing drug that was dangerous because it could possibly
cause a stroke. When I saw Frank (who is over eighty
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years old), he shook my hand and said, “Pastor, it’s
good to see you.” 

When I asked him how he was doing, he smiled
through his oxygen mask and said, “I have the best
physician in the world. His name is Jesus Christ.” I
thought, “How do you stop a man like that?” You can’t.
He’s placed his life in the hands of the Great Physician,
and that’s why he can face whatever comes with a
smile.

In 1981 when President Ronald Reagan was nearly
assassinated, his pastor from California came to see
him in the hospital in Washington, D.C. Pastor Don
Moomaw took the president’s hand and asked him,
“How is it with you and the Lord?” 

“Everything is fine with me and the Lord,” replied
Mr. Reagan. 

“How do you know?” 
The answer was simple and profound: “I have a

Savior.”
That’s the difference that Jesus Christ makes.

When you have a Savior, you can face your own death
with courage and grace. Do you have a Savior? If you
don’t, or if you aren’t sure, I urge you to place your life
in the hands of Jesus Christ right now. Trust Him as
Lord and Savior. Ask Him to take away your sins and
to give you new life. Come to Christ, and your life will
never be the same again. 
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Heavenly Father, Your kingdom will last long after

this world has crumbled to the dust. Help me to live

today for the things that will last forever. Thank

You that my hardest trials are part of Your plan.

Make me living proof of Your power so that those

who know me will know that I know You. 

May I never be ashamed to say, “I believe in Jesus.” 

In His name, Amen.
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“But we ought always to thank God for you, 

brothers loved by the Lord, because from the begin-

ning God chose you to be saved through the sancti-

fying work of the Spirit and through belief in the

truth. He called you to this through our gospel, that

you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus

Christ. So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to

the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word

of mouth or by letter. May our Lord Jesus Christ

himself and God our Father, who loved us and by

his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good

hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in

every good deed and word.” 

%
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Strength for
the Journey

Not long ago I received a letter from Pat
Williams, Executive Vice President of the

professional basketball team, the Orlando Magic. Al-
though I had never met Mr. Williams, I knew he was a
brilliant sports executive and also a devoted Christian.
He wrote to say that he was working on a book about
the life of Christ and wondered if I had any thoughts
that might be helpful. I jotted down a page or two of
ideas and sent them to him by e-mail. A few months
later I received a copy of his book, How to Be Like Jesus:
Lessons on Following in His Footsteps.1 As I browsed

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 143



144

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

through it, I came to a chapter called “How to Endure
Like Jesus.” There was a quote from German theolo-
gian Otto Dibelius, a leader of the anti-Nazi resistance
movement in World War Two: “God does not lead his
children around hardship, but leads them straight
through hardship. But he leads! And amidst the hard-
ship, he is nearer to them than ever before.” That’s a
striking way to put it. Not around hardship but
straight through it.

Pat Williams then addresses the issue of endurance
head-on: “If we want to be like Jesus, we must endure
like Jesus. We need to persevere under pressure like
Jesus did . . . If it hasn’t happened already, a time will
come when you must endure like Jesus . . . No one in
history deserved to be more honored and respected
than Jesus of Nazareth. Yet he was treated with con-
tempt and put to death. If we endure like Jesus, our
own battle scars will be the righteous and beautiful
wounds of those who have taken a courageous stand
against evil. Our wounds will be like his.”

Life is a journey for all of us, and that journey is not
always easy. There are hard days and difficult nights,
and sometimes there are weeks and months and years
where the road seems to lead from one hardship to an-
other. If we live long enough, we’ll have plenty of
chances to get the battle scars Pat Williams talks about.
No one gets a free ride, and no one is exempt from the
troubles of the world. 
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A woman e-mailed the news that she was going in
for surgery. When I saw her a week later in church, she
seemed to be doing well, but she said the doctor had
sent some tissue samples to a lab for closer examination
to find out if they were malignant. A few days later she
got the news that she had cancer in two places in her
body. A second e-mail told of her plans to treat the
cancer. She added this sentence: “I look forward to
how God will glorify Himself in this.” I glean two im-
portant truths from her godly response to her cancer:
First, it is not wrong to pray for healing or to seek
competent medical help. Medicine and faith are allies,
not enemies. Second, our greatest need is always for
wisdom from God so that we will understand how His
plan is working out in our trials. When I wrote her
back, I told her what she already knew—that even the
cancer would be used by the Lord for her good and for
His glory, and that there would likely be some mo-
ments when the “good” and the “glory” were not easy
to see. But I liked her phrase “I look forward” because
it suggests to me a runner leaning into the tape at the
finish line. Sometimes the trials of life cause us to “lean
back” or to “fall away” altogether. It is a great advance
in the spiritual life to “look forward” with anticipation
to what God will accomplish in us even through times
of adversity. He intends to glorify Himself in our trials,
and He will do it, if we will trust Him.

Sometimes when we are discouraged, we can feel
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like giving up and walking away from the Lord. We’re
not the first generation to feel like that. This passage
ends with a prayer by Paul for the young congregation
at Thessalonica. It helps to remember that these new
believers were just recently rescued from paganism.
Now they were under intense pressure to leave Jesus
and go back to their old life. That’s why Paul prays in
verses 16–17 that they would be encouraged and sta-
bilized by the Lord. In order to grasp the full impact of
his prayer, we need to start at verse 13. There we will
find a message of encouragement that speaks to us in
the 21st century.

A Doctrine We Need to Believe

“But we ought always to thank God for you,
brothers loved by the Lord, because from the begin-
ning God chose you to be saved through the sanctify-
ing work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth.
He called you to this through our gospel, that you
might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ”
(2 Thessalonians 2:13–14).

The whole system of Christian theology can be
found in these verses. Everything we believe is here in
tightly compressed fashion. The key phrase is “God
chose you to be saved.” That speaks of the sovereign
grace of God in salvation. Did you know God chose
you to be saved? If He had not chosen you, you would
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never have been saved at all. Sometimes we speak of
“finding” the Lord, but if He had not found us first,
we would never have found Him at all. Salvation be-
gins with God—not with us. He chooses us—and then
we believe. In putting the matter that way, I simply
mean to declare that salvation is all by grace, all of
God, all the time. One Sunday when I was preaching
on this text, I met with some men to pray in my office.
One of them asked, “You’re not going to talk about
predestination today, are you?” 

I laughed and said, “You bet I am.” It’s in the text
so I can’t ignore it or pretend that it’s not there. Many
years ago, when I was growing up in Alabama, my
friend David Neal and I used to sit on his porch late at
night and talk about the Bible. We decided that some-
day we were going to write a twenty-volume master-
work called Why We’re Confused About Predestination. I
saw David a few weeks ago, and that brought our late-
night theology sessions back to my mind. Thirty-five
years have come and gone since those mostly carefree
days. I know a great deal more than I knew back then,
but there is still much that I do not understand. At this
point I wouldn’t say that I am confused about predes-
tination. I would use the word “mystery” to describe
the relationship between human responsibility and di-
vine sovereignty. Some things that God understands
are simply not fully understandable to us. After all, the
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first rule of the spiritual life informs us that “He’s God
and we’re not.”

And so when Paul says, “God chose us for salva-
tion,” I am happy to believe it just as it is written. But
that doesn’t mean I can fully explain every nuance of
how our unforced choices fit into God’s sovereign plan
for the universe. But they do. I believe that God
arranges the circumstances of life (and the movements
of the heart) to bring us to the place where we have no
other choice but to freely choose to trust in Christ for
salvation. To some that will seem like a contradiction,
to others it will seem like a simple statement of biblical
truth. Is there a mystery here? Yes, of course, and I
would much prefer a theology with some mystery in it
to a theology that claimed to fully explain the mind of
God. When it comes to salvation, we bring the sin that
makes salvation necessary, and God brings everything else.
Yet we are not robots or puppets on a string, and when
we come to Christ, we do not come conscious of any
compulsion. We come by faith because we want to
come. And in our coming, we discover later that God
was drawing us to Himself all along by the power of the
Holy Spirit. If you are troubled by this, or wonder how
it could be, just remember that you are on the right
track when your view of salvation gives all the glory to
God. Magnify the Lord as Savior, give Him the credit,
and you will be moving in the right direction.
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From Eternity to Eternity

These three verses lay out the five stages or steps in
our salvation in the broadest possible sense:

1. You were loved (v. 13). Salvation springs from
the heart of God who loved us and gave His
Son for us. The message of the gospel is always
“God loves you. God loves you. God loves
you.” And this should be the church’s message
as well.

2. You were chosen (v. 13). This is sovereign
grace, divine choice, divine election, and pre-
destination. This means that when it comes to
salvation, God always makes the first move,
and if He didn’t make the first move, we would
never make any move at all.

3. You were called (v. 14). The “sanctifying work
of the Spirit” refers to the wooing of the Holy
Spirit whereby He creates in the heart of the lost
sinner a conviction of sin and a desire to come
to Christ for salvation. Without this work of
the Spirit, no one would ever come to Christ.

4. You believed the gospel (vv. 14–15). This is
where our responsibility comes into play. We
still must believe the gospel. No one goes to
heaven apart from the work of Christ on the
cross.

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 149



150

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

5. You share in Christ’s glory (v. 14). This is the
final step in our salvation. And it is a step still in
the future. One day we will be with the Lord in
heaven, and we will share in His great victory.

In a sense, this is the whole sweep of salvation from
“eternity to eternity.” There is great comfort in seeing
things from this perspective. It tells us that God has a
purpose in history. He’s not just “making it up” as He
goes along. Everything in the universe plays a part in
the outworking of God’s plan. This ought to give us
enormous confidence as we face the uncertainties of
day-to-day life. If you believe that everything in your
life is a hit-and-miss affair that happens by chance, then
you will be a prisoner to your circumstances. You’ll be
up when things are good, and you’ll be down when
things are bad. How wonderful it is to rest in the knowl-
edge that our God is working out His plan for us in
everything that happens to us—the good and the bad,
the positive and the negative, the happy and the sad.

By the way, don’t let this doctrine trouble you
about who can or can’t be saved. God desires that all
should come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9). God loves the
whole world (John 3:16). The gospel is to be preached
to every nation (Matthew 29:19–20). There is no one
who wants to be saved who cannot be saved! Rest as-
sured in these truths. No one will be in hell by accident.
No one will be in hell who truly ought to be in heaven.
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No one will be in hell who can legitimately say, “I
wanted to be saved, but God would not save me.” Such
a thing simply cannot happen. If you have the desire
to know God, you can be confident that He gave that
longing to you. God is always the initiator in salvation.
God calls, we respond. God calls, we believe. God calls,
we come to Christ. He sent His Son to die for us that
we could be united to Him forever. He sent His Spirit
to draw us. And He gave us His Word so we would
know the truth. And He even gives us faith to believe
the gospel. And when the church goes out to preach
the gospel, the Lord goes with us so we don’t go in our
own power. Salvation is of the Lord!

Death Today, Glory Tomorrow

The very best part of this is the final step in the
process—sharing in His glory in the life to come. That
hasn’t happened yet. Today death still reigns on planet
Earth. Turn on the TV and you hear about war and
killing and bloodshed. Death reigns because death has
not yet been destroyed. If you doubt that, check out
the obituaries in the newspaper. There are lots of peo-
ple going into the cemeteries—not many coming out.
If you are waiting for a resurrection at the cemetery,
you may have to wait a long time. Death is everywhere.
It is the one appointment no one can postpone. I’ve
been thinking about this quite a bit since my mother
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died a few months ago. Someone said that it must have
been hard for me to speak at her graveside service, but
it wasn’t hard at all. It was a tremendous honor to do
that for my mother. Near the end of my message, I
turned to face my mom’s casket and the place where
my father was buried right next to her. I ended by say-
ing, “Rest well, Dad. Rest well, Mom. We will see you
again.” Is that just wishful thinking? Is there any basis
for believing that we will ever see our loved ones again?
Let the apostle Paul answer that question:

“We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe

that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in

him. According to the Lord ’s own word, we tell you that we who

are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will cer-

tainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord

himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command,

with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of

God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who

are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them

in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with

the Lord forever” (1 Thessalonians 4:14–17).

Everything hinges on the first phrase: “We believe
that Jesus died and rose again.” In the King James Ver-
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sion, the translators added a word. “If we believe that
Jesus died and rose again . . .” The New Living Transla-
tion says, “Since we believe.” I think that both versions
are correct. We do believe, and since we believe, we are
banking on these things being true. If we don’t believe,
then we have no certainty at all. Everything hinges on
what happened on Easter Sunday morning two thousand
years ago. Many years ago I was asked to perform a
graveside service for a man I barely knew. I was young
and inexperienced and wanted to say a few words of
comfort. I fumbled my way through the ceremony and
came to the closing prayer. When I got to the part
about the resurrection of the dead, the words stuck in
my throat. I could barely finish my prayer. I went back
home, frustrated and embarrassed. What had gone
wrong? Then it hit me. I wasn’t sure I believed in the
resurrection of the dead. Up until then, it had all been
theoretical. But now that I had come face-to-face with
death, my brave words seemed so hollow.

Out of that experience I began to pray, and it
seemed as if God said to me, “Son, you’re looking in
the wrong place.” There is indeed a grave that’s empty,
but it’s over on the other side of the world, outside
Jerusalem, carved into a mountainside. That tomb is
empty, and it’s been empty for two thousand years. 

Several years ago I visited the Holy Land for the
first time. During our visit to Jerusalem, we spent an
hour at the Garden Tomb, the spot believed by many
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to be the actual burial place of Jesus. It is located next
to Gordon’s Calvary, that strange rock outcropping
that appears to be worn into the shape of a skull. We
know it was used as a burial site in Jesus’ day. Many be-
lieve it was the spot of the crucifixion. The Garden
Tomb is located about one hundred yards from Gor-
don’s Calvary and is in fact the spot of a beautiful gar-
den built over an ancient Roman aqueduct. To your
left as you enter is a typical first-century tomb dug
into the hillside. A trench in front of the opening was
apparently designed for the massive stone that once
covered the entrance. 

No Body There

Because the opening is very small, I had to duck to
go inside. You see nothing until your eyes adjust to the
darkness. Then you can easily make out the two cham-
bers. Visitors stand in the mourners’ chamber. A
wrought iron fence protects the chamber where the
body was laid. You soon notice that the burial chamber
was originally designed for two bodies. However, one
ledge was never finished for some reason. The other
one was. It appears to be designed for a person slightly
less than six feet tall. 

As I looked around the burial chamber, I could see
faint markings left by Christian pilgrims from earlier
centuries. After a few seconds another thought entered
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my mind. There was no body to be found in this tomb.
Whoever was buried there evidently left a long time
ago. The Garden Tomb is empty!

As you exit back into the sunlight, your eyes fasten
upon a wooden sign: “Why seek ye the living among
the dead? He is not here, for he is risen, as he said.” 

We look at our loved ones dying and wonder if the
resurrection can be true. But that’s backward. God
says, “Look what I did for My Son. Will I do any less
for those who put their trust in Him?” Put simply: We
do not believe in the resurrection of the dead because
of anything we can see with our eyes; everything we
see argues against it. People die all the time. There
hasn’t been a resurrection in a long, long time. But
that doesn’t matter. We believe in the resurrection of
the saints because we believe in the resurrection of
Jesus. “For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again
and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those
who have fallen asleep in him” (1 Thessalonians 4:14).

Question Time with the Sparks

Each year I am invited to speak to the children in
our AWANA “Sparks” program (K–2nd grade) for a
special “Ask Pastor Ray” night where the kids try to
stump me with Bible questions. It seems to get easier to
stump me as the years go by. On my most recent visit,
I took questions from over one hundred very excited
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children. The very first question was, “How many let-
ters are in the Bible?” Then, “How many words are in
the Bible?” Then, “How many sentences are in the
Bible?” Hmm. I was 0 for 3 and fading fast. Then
someone wanted to know, “How tall was Jesus?” Then,
“Who is taller—you or Jesus?” Then, “Is Jesus taller
than God?” (There were a few theological problems
with that question.) And on it went. One boy wanted
to know, “How many clouds are there?” 

“Do you mean clouds in the sky?” 
“Yes.” 
“A whole bunch,” was my inspired answer. Finally

I got a question I could sort of answer. 
“Where was Jesus when He rose from the dead?”

That’s a fascinating question that I don’t think the
Bible answers completely. We know the tomb was
empty on Easter Sunday morning, and we know He
appeared to Mary that morning and later to the two
disciples on the road to Emmaus. There were other ap-
pearances over the next forty days. But where was He
during the time between those appearances? We don’t
really know. All we know is that sometime before dawn
on Sunday morning, life returned to His dead body,
He rose through His grave clothes, the stone was rolled
away, and Jesus came out of the tomb, alive from the
dead. 

If you’re asking where He was at 6:30 A.M. on Easter
Sunday, my answer is, “I don’t know where He was,
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but I know where He wasn’t. He wasn’t in the tomb.
Jesus had come back from the dead.”

Life is hard for all of us, and we all have so many ques-
tions, doubts, fears, and worries. There are questions we
cannot answer. So many people struggle with hurts and
pains they can hardly express. Easter says to us, “The
story isn’t over yet.” If you are a believer, history doesn’t
end with a question mark but with an exclamation
point. As we’ve heard many times, “It’s Friday, but Sun-
day’s coming.” This is the message of the Resurrection:

Your doubts are not the end of the story.

Your fears are not the end of the story.

Your worries are not the end of the story.

Your uncertainties are not the end of the story.

Your unbelief is not the end of the story.

If we suffer with Him, we will reign with Him. Be-
cause Jesus rose from the dead, better days are coming. The
grave will not have the last word. One day the children
of God will exit the cemeteries once and for all. Let us
be perfectly clear about it. We do believe that Jesus
died and rose again; therefore we have no doubts that,
one day, the dead in Christ will rise, and we will rise
with them to meet the Lord in the air (1 Thessalonians
4:16–17). Between now and then, we are living on the
edge, waiting for what God has promised. It’s like a TV
cliffhanger where the end of the episode says, “Come
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back next week to see how the story ends.” Stay tuned,
child of God. The best is yet to come.

And all of this, the certainty of eventual victory
with our risen Lord, all of it goes back to the great pur-
poses of God that stretch across the centuries, that span
the ages, that reach from eternity past to eternity fu-
ture. All of it goes back to the first truth that our God
is absolutely sovereign and that our salvation rests not
in our own puny strength but in the mighty hands of
God whose purposes cannot fail.

If you believe that God has a plan for your life,
then you can find the strength to keep on going. The
sovereignty of God puts iron in a man. It makes him
stand up straight for God. When a man understands
this truth, it puts some spizerinktum in his soul. It’s a
wonderful thing when a man can say, “This is God’s
will, and I have found it. I’ve given my life to it.”

A Command We Need to Obey

“So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teach-
ings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or
by letter” (2 Thessalonians 2:15).The command in this
verse flows directly from the doctrine of verses 13–14.
If you understand the purposes of God, then you will
have every motivation to do what Paul commands.

Stand firm! Hold on!
So many believers are jumpy, jittery, worried, and
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uncertain. Who can blame them? If you watch too
much news on TV, you’re bound to get jittery sooner
or later. Ever since 9/11/01, the newscasts have been
filled with reports of terrorist attacks—some foiled,
some successful. And every day brings news of more
attacks and counterattacks. Truly, these are perilous
times. No wonder so many people are on edge.

In times like these, we need to stand fast on the truth of
God’s sovereignty, and we need to hold on to the truth writ-
ten down in the Word of God. What you know can save
you when life tumbles in around you. When the ground
seems unsteady under your feet, remember what you
have learned. Go back to the first principles. 

Lately I’ve been thinking a lot about a truth that is
becoming more and more important to me. Good theo -
logy can save your life. In the time of trouble, if you
know the truth and if you remember the truth, what
you know and remember can save you from despair. On
a radio program in Dallas, we took a call from a woman
who was going through a hard time in her marriage,
with her health, and with some family relationships. As
I listened, I realized she was a Christian who felt over-
whelmed. I knew I couldn’t solve her problems in two
minutes. So I told her that she needed to go back to the
first principles and remind herself of those things she
knew to be true. “Good theology can save your life,” I
told her. At that point the host broke in and said, “But
you’re a pastor. You have to say that.” Yes, I am a pastor
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and I do have to say that, but I say it because it’s true.
What things are we talking about? Here’s a short list of
truth we can cling to at all times:

God is good.

God is faithful.

He will never leave me.

His mercy endures forever.

This is no mistake.

God has a purpose.

He is working out His plan for me.

God still loves me.

The Holy Spirit indwells me.

Jesus is alive today.

He will return someday.

Sometimes all we can do is dig in and hold on.
And when trouble comes, sometimes that’s the best
thing we can do. More than anything else, our genera-
tion of Christians needs to hear these words again:
“Stand fast.” Remember what you have learned. Stand
on the truth you already know. Take God at His word!
There is no reason to quit or to give in to evil.

A Prayer We Need to Pray

“May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our
Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal
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encouragement and good hope, encourage your
hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and
word” (2 Thessalonians 2:16–17). We come at last to
the prayer of Paul for the Thessalonians. The context
is crucial because the prayer flows directly from the
doctrine of God’s sovereignty and from the command
to stand firm. First, we must remember that God is the
source of all power. He alone can help us in the time of
trouble. All the resources of heaven are at our disposal.
Second, remember what God has already done for us.
He has solved every problem by taking care of our past,
our present, and our future.

He loved us—that’s in the past when He gave us His

Son.

He encouraged us—that’s in the present through the

ministry of the Holy Spirit.

He gives us hope—that’s in the future when we will

share in His glory.

In light of all that, pray for two things: 

Pray for an encouraged heart.

Pray for a stable heart.

When we are encouraged, we will face the trials of life
with hope. As Charles Spurgeon said in one of his ser-
mons, “Cheerfulness ought to be the atmosphere you
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breathe, and if you believe that God loves you, you
cannot but be happy.” When your heart is stabilized,
you won’t be swayed back and forth by circumstances
and emotional mood swings. The latest headlines
won’t throw you for a loop one way or the other. The
stable heart is fixed on the Lord and is not swaying to
and fro. The mark of the stable heart is consistency.
You are the same because Christ is the same no matter
what happens around you.

And the result of the prayer is wonderful. You are
able to do every good work and to say every good word
the Lord wants you to do and to say. Your life and your
lips are in harmony with the Lord.

Here’s the passage in a nutshell: Since God has cho-
sen you for salvation, stand fast amid all the trials of life,
knowing that God will encourage you and make you
strong on the inside so that your life will be filled with
good words and good deeds. It’s all there, and it all flows
together—doctrine, command, and prayer. Here’s an-
other way of looking at it:

You are greatly loved—Stand fast!

You were chosen by God—Stand fast!

You were called to salvation—Stand fast!

You believed the gospel—Stand fast!

You will one day share in Christ’s glory—Stand fast!

You have received God’s comfort—Stand fast!
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You have good hope by grace—Stand fast!

You were established in every word and deed—Stand

fast!

You will be stable when Christ is in your heart. All
that I have said about the doctrine, the command, and
the prayer doesn’t matter without Christ. Unless He is
in your heart, the rest is just good religious advice. I
often exhort unbelievers to “run to the cross!” But
that’s not just a good word for the lost. That’s great ad-
vice for believers. In the time of trouble, run to Jesus.
Cling to Him! Believe in Him! Trust in Him! Rest your
soul in the Lord, and all will be well with your soul.
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Heavenly Father, thank You for planning every de-

tail of my life long before I was born. You alone are

God, and there is no one like You. You reached out in

love and drew me to the Savior. Thank You for in-

cluding me in Your family. Now I pray to be made

strong in all my weak places. Help me believe all You

have said and to rest my life on Your promises. May

I come to the end of my days still believing, still

trusting, still hoping, still loving, and still serving

You. Until the day comes when I see You face-to-

face, make me strong so that I will not waver when

hard times come. Lord Jesus, I gladly commit all

that I have into Your hands, both now and forever.

Amen. 
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Conclusion

We have come to the end of our brief journey
through the prayers of Paul. In the Intro-

duction, I said that I hoped three things would happen
as a result of studying the prayers of Paul in the New
Testament:

1. We would know what Paul prayed for.
2. We would know what God is saying to us

through the prayers of Paul.
3. We would know how to pray more effectively

as a result.
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In recent months I have found myself praying,
“Lord, open the eyes of my heart that I might know
You better.” And I have asked God to strengthen others
on the inside with power through the Spirit. And I
prayed that my loved ones would have insight to make
wise choices under pressure. These are themes that
come directly from Paul’s prayers. As we have seen,
these first-century prayers speak directly to life in the
twenty-first century.

Lessons Learned

Among other things, Paul prayed for enlighten-
ment, power, discernment, growth, love, encourage-
ment, endurance, boldness, protection, and unity. He
prayed for believers to be thankful, cheerful, strong,
stable, and fruitful so that they would walk worthy of
the Lord and bring great glory to God.

How can we summarize the prayers of Paul? Here
is my own list. These prayers were:

1. Practical
2. Thankful
3. Fervent
4. Earnest
5. Regular
6. God-centered
7. Aimed at spiritual growth

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 166



167

n C O N C L U S I O N n

8. Not focused on outward circumstances
9. Kingdom-centered

The following nine prayer themes sum up what
Paul prayed for. They touch upon needs that we all
have. Here is my challenge to you. Copy down the
themes and place the list in your Bible, using it as a
prayer guide this week. Or put it on your mirror so
you have something to pray while you’re getting ready
in the morning. As you pray this week, pray along the
lines of these nine points. Use them to pray for your-
self, and use them as you pray for others.

Here are nine things we need based on the prayers
of Paul:

Our first need is to know God better. This comes
from Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 1:15–23 where he prays
that the eyes of your heart be opened to know God bet-
ter. Until the Holy Spirit opens our eyes, we will never
know God deeply and personally. This is where all spir-
itual growth must begin. Until we come to the knowl-
edge of God, everything else is just religious decoration.

Our second need is a new appreciation of God’s
power to help us. In Ephesians 3, Paul prays that we
might be strengthened with might through the Spirit
in the inner man. This is a prayer for power on the in-
side so that we will be strong in the face of adversity.

Our third need is the ability to make wise choices
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under pressure. When Paul wrote to the Philippians, he
prayed that they might be filled with insight to choose
those things that are best (Philippians 1:9–11). As we
face many choices in life, we truly need God’s help to
sort out the good from the bad, the better from the good,
and the best from the better. And we need the ability to
do it on the spur of the moment and when the pressure is
on, which is where most of life’s decisions are made.

Our fourth need is genuine love for others. This
theme comes up again and again in Paul’s prayers. In
Philippians 1:9, he prays that their love may increase
and abound toward each other. Overflowing love is
made visible in the way we treat other people. It is one
of the most obvious proofs that we know Jesus Christ.

Our fifth need is strength to endure so we won’t
give up. In Colossians 1:11, Paul prays for strength
that leads to patience and endurance. We need this for
those inevitable times when the going is rough, when
things aren’t going our way, when it would be easy to
give up, and when we are tempted to throw in the
towel, and say, “I quit!”

Our sixth need is a willingness to trust God for
the impossible. At the end of his prayer in Ephesians
3, Paul offers this doxology: “Now to him who is able
to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us” (v.
20). God’s power is far beyond our imagination. Our
largest, boldest prayers don’t begin to exhaust his

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 168



169

n C O N C L U S I O N n

mighty power. We need strong faith in a big God to
overcome the challenges we face.

Our seventh need is a life pleasing to the Lord
Jesus Christ. In Colossians 1:10 Paul prays that his
readers would walk worthy of the Lord. This means
living in such a way that God is pleased with us. This
touches every part of life, from the tiniest choices to
the most major decisions.

Our eighth need is growing thankfulness to God.
Paul’s prayer in Colossians 1 ends with a call for thanks -
giving based on all the blessings of God in salvation.
This includes redemption, becoming citizens of God’s
kingdom, and having a great inheritance in the life to
come. We ought to be thankful when we consider all
that God has done for us—past, present, and future.

Our ninth need is cheerfulness in the midst of
our trials. In 2 Thessalonians 2:17, Paul prayed that
the believers might have encouragement and strength
as they endured persecution. Likewise, we should pray
for a “heavenly perspective” during our trials so that
we can have joy even during the hardest moments.

A Final Reminder

Let us pray like Paul every day. And then let’s stand
back and see what God will do. 

Great doors are open before us—Pray!
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Great challenges face us—Pray!

Great needs rise in our path—Pray!

All things are possible when the church begins to
pray. So, Lord, do whatever it takes, but please, O
Lord, teach us to pray. Amen.
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Chapter 1: Don’t Settle for Second Best
1. Marvin’s Room, adapted by Scott McPherson from his 1990 stage play,

prod. Scott Rudin, dir. Jerry Zaks, 1 hr. 38 min., Miramax Films,
1996, videocassette.

Chapter 2: How to Pray with Power
1. John Eldredge, Wild at Heart (Thomas Nelson: Nashville, 2001).

Chapter 3: Open My Eyes, Lord
1. “Sweet Hour of Prayer,” William W. Walford, 1772–1850, public do-

main.

Beyond All You Ask_9x_Beyond All You Ask.qxp  4/20/17  10:02 AM  Page 171



172

n B E Y OND  A L L  Y O U  C O U L D  A S K  O R  T H I N K n

Chapter 4: Beyond Your Dreams
1. John MacArthur, Ephesians (Chicago: Moody, 1986), 103–4. 

2. Sermon by W. A. Criswell, Love for the Lost World, December 5, 1976,
http://www.wacriswell.org/index.cfm/FuseAction/Search.Transcripts/
sermon/2197.cfm. 

3. John Stott, God’s New Society: The Message of Ephesians (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity, 1979), 139–40. 

Chapter 5: Hanging Tough for Jesus
1. Story from http://www.worthynews.com/christian-persecution/features/

muslim-extremist-murders.html.

Chapter 6: Strength for the Journey 
1. Pat Williams, How to Be Like Jesus: Lessons on Following in His Footsteps,

(Faith Communications: Deerfield Beach, Fla.), 237, 250–52.

Conclusion
1. Edgar A. Guest, Sermons We See. Guest (1881–1959) began his illus-

trious career in 1895 at the age of fourteen when his work first ap-
peared in the Detroit Free Press. His column was syndicated in over
300 newspapers, and he became known as “The Poet of the People.” 
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