Be Still and Know #3

“The Bible as Prayer Book”
Acts 4:23-31

“Read your Bible and pray every day.” 

I remember hearing those words from the time I was in Sunday school as a child. Every day we should read the Bible and pray. As I grew older, that became known as “devotions” or a “quiet time.” It didn’t have to be a long period of time, nor did it require reading great volumes of Scripture at once, but it was important every day to read your Bible and pray.

As much as I heard those two activities put together, I never realized how they could be done at the same time, an ancient practice known as “praying Scripture” or “the holy reading of Scripture.” In doing this, our prayer life is enriched and our understanding of Scripture becomes more personal. It becomes “a context for listening to God.”

The Bible is filled with prayers—by a variety of people in a variety of situations. This evening I would like to highlight one instance when a group of Christians employed the practice of praying Scripture. Turn with me to Acts 4:23-30.

On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. “Sovereign Lord,” they said, “you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: “‘Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.’ Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.”

The early church faced a crisis—the Jewish leaders had threatened the apostles if they did not cease to preach Jesus Christ. Immediately they turned to God in prayer, and in that prayer they used the very words of Scripture to voice their request to the Lord.

Why is it important to bring the Bible into our prayer lives? Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,

The disciples want to pray, but they do not know how to do it…. Only in Jesus Christ are we able to pray, and with him we also know that we shall be heard. And so we must learn to pray. The child learns to speak because his father speaks to him. He learns the speech of his father. So we learn to speak to God because God has spoken to us and speaks to us. By means of the speech of the Father in heaven his children learn to speak with him. Repeating God’s own words after him, we begin to pray to him.


Just as prayer is communicating with God, the Scriptures are the spiritual language we use. By praying with Scripture, we will come to know God better, come to hear His voice clearer, and be able to verbalize our own thoughts and feelings in a way that pleases Him.

The Approach to Praying with Scripture

How we approach the Bible is a major factor in praying with Scripture. As believers standing in the evangelical Protestant tradition, we affirm that the Scriptures are the verbally inspired word of God. We go further and use qualifying adjectives like “infallible” and “inerrant.” However, I would suggest that within the understanding of the Bible as the inspired word of God there are varying ways of approaching Scripture. I would identify two: the Bible as textbook, and the Bible as prayer book.

On one end of the continuum is the approach of the Bible as textbook, seeking its original meaning in its historical context. This was true when I was a student in Bible college and seminary. When we do this, we bring with us all of those aids with which we study the Bible—Greek lexicons, commentaries, Bible dictionaries, aids for sermon preparation. We come to Scripture in a scholarly manner in order to exegete (or properly interpret) the contents. I believe in biblical hermeneutics and in the need to interpret the Bible properly, but that is not the correct approach for the intimate commun​ion of listening prayer. As Charles Nienkirchen illustrated it, 

Suppose your spouse had invited you out for a nice supper in a special place. The atmosphere is right—perhaps there is a candle lit on the table. Just about the time you are about to enter into some deep, sustained dialogue, you whip out this big, dusty book called The Theology of Marriage, and you say, “Honey, we’re going to discuss what marriage is all about, and we’re going to exegete the first chapter of this weighty tome.” Your spouse would say to you, “You can exegete marriage on your own time; we’re going to experience communion tonight.” There is nothing wrong with studying the theology of marriage—but it is the wrong use at the wrong time.

And so at the opposite end of the spectrum from the scholarly study of the Bible is praying with Holy Scripture. In this we take the inspired meaning of the words as it applies to us. Rather than exegeting the contents of the Bible, we use it as a springboard into praying. And, as one author writes, “There is no better way to pray scripturally than to pray Scripture.”
 
This is a real challenge to those of us who enjoy studying the Scriptures, though. When we use the Bible as prayer book, we must set aside all of the things we use in studying the Bible as textbook. We may not be able to pray in the office or study because we get surrounded by all of the aids with which we study the Bible, and they become distractions at that point. We may need to find some other place to pray.


With that in mind, we need to ask ourselves four questions about what we believe concerning the Bible and prayer. First, do I believe that God continues to speak to His children in personal ways? Many Christians will affirm that the Bible is the Word of God but do not believe that God continues to speak in personal ways. This is an amazing contradiction that exists in the minds of many Christians. They honor the Bible but do not honor a God who can personally speak to people.

On one occasion Jesus rebuked the Pharisees for this kind of error. Matthew 22:29 records His indictment: “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.” Jesus spoke these words to a Bible-studying tradition! That strikes pretty close to home to an evangelical Protestant with a high view of Scripture. But the possibility exists that we err in our interpretation of Scripture, not to mention that we are simply ignorant of the power of God. We must believe that God still speaks in personal ways to His children.

Secondly, do I believe that the Scriptures are the in​spired word of God? As we use the Bible as prayer book, our conviction of the inspiration of Scripture will grow deeper than ever before. We will experience the Word of God in a life-changing way. Creeds and statements of faith that are not internalized into the depths of our spirits end up haunting us. They may be the proof of our orthodoxy, but God is not impressed with truth that is not internalized. The truth of God’s inspired Word must change our lives!

Thirdly, will I do whatever God says to me through His Word? Our initial reaction to that may be, “That depends on what He says.” But that answer is unacceptable. Before God will give me direction, He must know that I am committed to doing whatever He says. God told Jeroboam in 1 Kings 11:38, “If you do whatever I command you and walk in my ways and do what is right in my eyes by keeping my statutes and commands, as David my servant did, I will be with you.” The Lord did not outline certain commands for Jeroboam; He said, in effect, “No matter what I tell you to do, you’d better do it!” We need to have the attitude Ruth expressed to Naomi in Ruth 3:5, “I will do whatever you say.” That is a simple example of praying Scripture: Make those words your own, directing them toward God.

Fourth, do I desire that the Word of God would enter my heart and change me? Praying with Scripture is risky praying, because it gets to the real issues of life very quickly. I’ve heard the saying, “Be careful what you ask for; you just might get it.” That is particularly true of prayer. Don’t be like the rich young ruler who said, “What must I do to enter the kingdom of God?” When Christ told him the answer, he didn’t like it—and refused to follow the Savior. We must approach prayer with no reservations.

The Activity of Praying with Scripture

Once we have settled those issues in our minds, we come to the activity of praying with Scripture. We may have already experienced it without knowing it. James Sire writes, 

I imagine that something like this has happened to myriads of men and women over the centuries: A psalm is read privately or heard publicly in a worship service, and the hearer/listener says deep in his or her heart, “Yes, yes, oh yes. This is what I want to say to God.” From their origin in ancient Israel thousands of years ago, the psalms have indeed been the answering speech of God’s people.


Sometimes folks will respond verbally to God’s Word, saying, “Amen” or simply, “Yes, Lord.” I think we ought to do that more in our worship. We have adopted this practice in our midweek prayer meetings—when a person finishes praying, we all say “Amen” aloud. I think this helps to include everyone in the prayers that are being voiced. We don’t need to be so stuffy and stiff in our worship. If you agree with what is being said, say “Amen”! (If you don’t agree with what’s being said, well, see the preacher after the service is over!)


So how do we pray with Scripture?


Before we begin there must be preparation. Find a place that is quiet and as free from distractions as possible. Set aside enough time—ten to twenty minutes should suffice—so that you’re not constantly looking at your watch or a clock to get to your next appointment. Use a different translation or paraphrase of the Bible than you usually use. Now we are ready for the practice. 

Step one is to read the passage. Read the text—no more than a chapter, perhaps less if the chapter is long, but enough to get the immediate context—at a relaxed pace, preferably slower than normal. If you are a speed-reader, flip that switch to the “off” position!

Step two is to reflect on what was read. Consider the context, see who is speaking and what situation they find themselves in. Personalize the text—make the pronouns personal (“I” instead of “you,” etc.) This can be done with any genre of Scripture, be it narrative, a psalm, or even the epistles. J. Sidlow Baxter commented in a message entitled, “Knowing God,”

Start at the first verse of one of these New Testament epistles, and when you come to every promise, turn it into praise, and ask the Lord to make it real to you. When you come to every admonition, turn it into a prayer, and ask the Lord to give you the grace to obey it. When you come to every warning, ask the Lord to give you the eye that sees the red light and doesn’t trespass. And everything you come to—every doctrine, everything in the epistle—turn it into a prayer. Oh, I tell you, there will be no wandering of mind. And Jesus will become wonderfully real.

Step three is to refrain (“Be still”) and listen for the voice of the Lord. We must enter into a time of sustained silence in order to hear God. We allow the voice of God to speak to us regarding what we just read. This will be the step easiest to exclude if we are not disciplined in the art of stillness. Many “quiet times” have very little listening com​ponent involved.

Step four is to respond to what we have read and heard. In our text for this morning, this is what the Christians did after they quoted Psalm 2 in their prayer. They related the ancient text to their current situation and made their request accordingly. Notice that they did not ask for the threat to be taken away; rather, they prayed that God would give them more boldness to withstand the pressure! Part of this response also needs to be adoration or worship. Regardless of what the Lord says to us—and it may be painful at times!—we ought to end our time with Him by telling Him we love Him and committing ourselves anew to follow His way.

The Advantages of Praying with Scripture

What are the advantages of praying with Scripture?  First, praying with Scripture will enhance our relationship with God.  Nienkirchen observes,

Praying with Scripture is a way to pray on a daily basis and never come up dry! We will come away refreshed and renewed because God has spoken to us in a personal way. Through this process, we will grow in the discipline of meditation and listening; and in our ministry we may pray Holy Scripture into our intercession for others. The Scripture will become our personal guide in our praying.


Our prayer lives will become a blessing to be anticipated instead of a boredom to be avoided.  Both prayer and Bible reading will become much more meaningful as they blend together into a time of personal communion with our Lord.


Secondly, praying with Scripture will enhance our ministry.  Notice the result of the prayer in Acts 4:31,“After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.”  They were equipped for ministry—not by attending a conference or seminar, not by reading the latest book on outreach, but by spending time in the presence of God and His Word.  Churches don’t need experts and strategies for revival; they need God making a difference in the lives of the congregation!


Thirdly, praying with Scripture will enhance our relationships with one another.  Continue reading the results of this prayer in Acts 4:32-35,

All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all. There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need.

Notice the unity among the early Christians.  The King James Version says they were “all in one accord,” and that doesn’t mean a Honda!  How can a group of people of any size be united, likeminded?  By having “the mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16).  Three times Paul pleads with his fellow Christians to “be of the same mind” (Rom. 12:16; Php. 3:16, 4:2).  We all come from various backgrounds, have different levels of education, disagree on everything from politics to preferences in clothes, music, and maybe even the color of carpet in the church!  But when we spend time with God, listening to His voice and allowing His Word to transform us, none of those things will really matter!


Perhaps the ultimate demonstration of this unity among the believers was their generosity.  Jesus had told His disciples about society, “You will always have the poor among you” (John 12:8), but not so in the early church!  I believe one sign of a ministry that is truly blessed by God and is doing God’s work in God’s way is that they always have God’s resources.  Whenever you see a church or a ministry begging for money, I would seriously question whether they are in touch with what God wants them to be doing.


Better relationships with God and each other; better ministry—good enough incentives to spend time alone with God and His Word?  Now we just need to do it!  Sire concludes, 

Praying is not having a theology of prayer; it is not believing that prayer is important; it is not an item in the Sunday morning church program.  It is a discipline—an intentionally directed activity.  Learning to pray is not like learning sociology; it’s like riding a bike…. It works only by being worked.  So do it.  The more you pray, the more you learn about prayer.

Sometimes we think the more we learn about prayer, the more we will pray.  That is not necessarily the case.  But the more we pray, the more we will learn about prayer—real prayer!
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