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Deepening Your Friendship With G
A Quick Focus

The Book's Purpose

® Provide an extensive biblical treatment
of prayer and demonstrate how it
deepens our friendship with God

® Clarify that prayer is a matter of theology
and ethics, thinking and doing

® Make a case for the essential Trinitarian
nature of prayer

e Explain how one’s view of God deter-
mines the nature of one’s approach to
prayer

® Show how prayer generates life
transformation

The Book’s Message

Too many people see prayer as a rigorous exer-
cise in which they must steadily improve their per-
formance. When they view prayer in this manner,
they find themselves quickly falling out of the habit
of consistent prayer and missing out on oppor-
tunities to become more intimate with God.

A healthier perspective is to see prayer as a way
to enhance a relationship with God. When viewed
in this light, prayer becomes a means by which a
person deepens his friendship with God and exper-
iences life transformation. Through prayer mere
humans can engage in intimate conversations with
the God of the universe!

by James M. Houston

Victor Books/David Cook
ISBN: 0781444268
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Before we can grow in prayer, we must recognize and overcome
wrong ways in which we approach it.

Three Common Misunderstandings

First, many see prayer as simply an addition to all the other activities
we jam into our lives. We become so absorbed in the techniques that we
lose sight of the relationship with God that prayer is designed to provide.
Praying becomes an end in itself. Similarly, prayer often becomes something
that we do for God, similar to a soldier saluting his officer. Or we tend
to see prayer as a last resort after we have tried everything else. To overcome
these misunderstandings, we must recognize that prayer is much more
than just asking God for things we want.

The second misconception is to see prayer as a custom. Through the
centuries prayer has often been relegated to a mere part of the social decor
of life. Tolstoy tells the story of two brothers who reunite after being apart
for a long time. One sees the other kneeling by his bedside praying and
asks, “Are you still doing that?”” The other brother never prayed again.

Many people continue praying because they have kept the custom from
their childhood. It simply feels good to keep up the habit. On the surface
this custom may seem harmless; but actually it tends to inoculate them
from a vibrant relationship with God.

The prayer books that believers have used to aid in worship services
may have had some positive benefits through the centuries, especially when
the pastor’s life lacks spiritual vitality. But the books present a danger when
they are read merely as a part of the religious tradition. Jesus warned of
using vain and empty phrases. Genuine communication with God occurs
when hearts are pointed toward Him, not when just lips are moving.

“One of the Old Testament prophets,
speaking on behalf of God, expressed this perfectly
when he said, ‘This people worship me with

their lips, but their hearts are far off.’

True prayer reverses this breakdown

in trust and communication between
us and God.”

Third, at times prayer is nothing more than an exercise in magic. We
speak words in hopes of getting things to go our own way. “Magic appears
most blatant in the prayers of religions where the gods are not known and
where spells are needed in order to coax the god into releasing power... It
is alarmingly easy for prayer to become a kind of magical device which
we use to get our own way.”

Beginner’s L essons

To overcome these misconcep-
tions, we need a change of attitude.
Just like a novice mountain climber
must begin with the smaller slopes,
so the Christian must take begin-
ner’s lessons when it comes to
prayer.

The first lesson is to focus on
God. This truth sounds simple
enough, but we often fall into the
trap of focusing on prayer itself in-
stead of God. We get so caught
up in various techniques and tools
that we lose our focus on God.
Jeremiah the prophet warned about
half-heartedness when he spoke
about seeking God with the whole
heart. Jesus wants us to open the
door of our hearts to Him. Open-
ing ourselves to Him is where gen-
uine prayer begins.

“We pray
not simply
to enjoy the
experience of
praying, but to

communicate with
God, to submit
to him, to be
like him, to love
and serve him.”

The second lesson is that we
must seek the mind of Jesus. He
must never become merely an oc-
casional guest in our hearts. It is
only when we surrender our lives
fully to Him that we experience
the lasting joy and freedom He pro-
vides. When we fully surrender, we
begin to recognize that God wants
to do more in us than through us.

In addition to these lessons,
there are many other ways that we
can grow in prayer: exploring the
Bible, reading the great classics of
the faith, fasting, and being still
before God. Implementing these
disciplines will help orient our lives

toward God.
CBS
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Obstacles to Prayer

At the heart of His teachings, Jesus stressed that believers primarily
need two things: an inner relationship with God and behavior that reflects
the character of God. Prayer helps develop both. But before we can ex-
plore further, we must deal with some of the obstacles that keep us from
realizing these objectives.

Personal Woundedness

Wounds from the past keep many people from enjoying the fruits of
a thriving life of prayer. Painful childhood memories or anger issues can
easily become obstacles. Wounds from within our soul and wounds in
our relationships with others produce pain and brokenness that make us
feel as if we are facing a blank wall whenever we try to pray.

An absence of love from a father may generate a daughter’s anger
toward God. A perfectionist may see God as one who is difficult to please
because his parents always demanded perfection, especially with grades
in school. Looking at life through emotional darkness distorts our view
of God and prayer. We try to manipulate God just as our loved ones may
have tried to manipulate us.

One of the best ways to overcome this brokenness is to discover some
friends who will accept you the way you are. As you build trust with these
friends, you will find yourself becoming more open with God. Then your
wounds can actually become assets that indicate where you need God’s
help in your life.

Activism

Many who have been hurt in life possess a strong desire to achieve.
They will manipulate circumstances and others to reach the top of the
totem pole. These drives actually work against a healthy spirit of prayer.
Activists rationalize by saying that their constant need to be doing things
is just how they are wired. But, in spite of all the efforts, achievers almost
always fail in prayer. They find it next to impossible to find their rest in
God and in God alone.

What can be done to help? Activists should listen to their dreams.
Belonging to a small group or receiving counsel from a spiritual coach
may help them move toward a more gentle and nonachieving approach
when it comes to the way they handle relationships. They can’t expect
God to do great things unless they allow Him to shape the way they run
their lives and the way they relate to others.

Inner Darkness

Another obstacle to prayer goes deeper than the defects of our char-
acter. 1 am talking about the deeper fears that the person may not even
be aware of. For example, some people experienced so much violence
and so little love in childhood that their prayer life is filled with violent
images. Their prayers are dominated with exorcisms, struggles against
powers, and an unhealthy fascination with the demonic.

Others are haunted by the dark
shadows of addictions, compulsive
behavior, or guilt. Their feelings
of failure and hopelessness cause
them to be afraid of looking deep
into their souls.

Regardless of the cause of inner
darkness, one’s natural instinct is
to repress it. Prayer becomes a
threat because it forces the person
to face his darkness and deal with
it. The good news is that God has
already dealt with this inner chaos.
His creative redeeming force can
dispel the darkness within, thereby
increasing the level of confidence

in prayer.

“Encountering
darkness
In our lives
should not
drive us from
prayer, but
drive us to
prayer.”

CBS
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Although we are far removed from the culture of the Old Testament,
one thing remains the same: our need for friendship with God. Studying
prayer in the Old Testament helps us get back to our roots.

Prayer and Yahweh

Prayer must always be linked to the character of God. Otherwise,
our own way of thinking dictates our lives. Was this not the problem in
the Garden of Eden~Adam and Eve seeking knowledge outside of God?
We are guilty of idolatry anytime prayer does not celebrate Yahweh as
King. Since Yahweh is the creator of all things, we must acknowledge
that He is King over all creation and history, just as the lIsraelites were
supposed to have done. Prayer becomes worthless if in any way we main-
tain an air of superiority.

lnsights From lsrael’s Early Days

The exodus experience obviously was the key event that shaped the
history of Israel. What we often overlook, however, is that the exodus
would never have happened if Moses had not met God in the wilderness
at the burning bush. The analogy for our lives is evident. It is when we
meet God in our hearts’ struggles that we are truly free to know Him.

The Israelites’ years of wandering in the wilderness remind us that
our own journeys in the desert can be lengthy. During these periods we
often become estranged from God and get attacked by our enemies. We
will only be able to thrive during these experiences is if we have a vital
companionship with God through prayer.

As God reaffirmed His covenant with His people on Mount Sinai,

He explained in no uncertain terms that the key to their prosperity and
fulfillment was obedience to Him.

“When we pray, we
understand the character
of the God who makes
and sticks by his
agreement with us.”

Reading through the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles reveals
the prominent role prayer plays. Hannah prays for a child; Samuel becomes
a praying man; and David consistently approaches God in prayer. Solomon’s
story begins with a strong emphasis on prayer. But, unfortunately, in his
life we see what can happen when one minimizes the role of prayer.

Old Testament

The Old Testament prophets
viewed prayer as a matter of life
and death for the nation. They
openly confronted those who
sought to carry out the rituals of
worship when their hearts were far
from God. God refuses to listen
to prayers offered out of an exper-
ience of empty worship.

Prauer in the Psalms

The Book of Psalms, songs
written out of the authors’ personal
experiences, can provide us with
many insights into the nature of
prayer. The Psalms focus on both
the character of God and our own
human need.

“[In the Psalms]
we are invited to
praise God, to know
him better, to love

him loyally, and
find all our delight
and happiness
in him.”

The book is made up of hymns
that invite us to sing~psalms of
thanksgiving that explain why God
should be praised, and psalms of
lament that are written out of stress-
ful experiences. Psalms of confidence
recognize the importance of com-
plete trust in God. Psalms of remem-
brance reflect on the miraculous
acts of God on behalf of Israel.
Psalms of pilgrimage celebrate the
treks of the Israelites as they trav-
eled to the various religious festi-
vals. These as well as the other types
invite each of us to open our souls
completely to the King.

CBS
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We reach our greatest potential when we fully surrender
our lives to God and allow His Holy Spirit to dwell within us.

Frustration in Our Prayers

Romans 8:26-27 remind us that we often do not know how to pray
as we should. Our frustrations should drive us to rely on the power of
the Spirit instead of our own resources. These frustrations manifest them-
selves in various arenas.

For example, often we are unable to formulate the words to express
to God what our needs are. As a private exercise, we may speak in tongues
or we may use the language of the Psalms to call upon the Holy Spirit
for help.

Another source of frustration occurs when our prayers lack insight.
Even the godliest people sometimes do not know what God’s will is and
therefore do not have the insight to shape their prayers properly. Dis-
cernment comes only when we fully surrender to the Spirit.

A third reason we may ‘““groan” in our prayers is because our prayers
are self-focused. When we can make Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane, “Not
my will but yours be done,” our own prayer, then the presence and power
of the Holy Spirit will become more of a reality in our lives.

The Spiri‘c and Our Temperament

To reach a high level of godly maturity, we must recognize how our
natural temperament can hinder our prayer life and spiritual progress.
First, we should understand that our prayers reflect our human tempera-
ment. The sanguine personality finds it difficult to spend more than ten
minutes at a time in prayer, but is very comfortable praying with others.
The phlegmatic, who thrives on being dependable, easily develops a dis-
cipline of prayer. The choleric is logical and rational and most likely rarely
experiences the ecstasy that others may experience in prayer. Although
the melancholic may set unrealistic standards, his prayers are often creative
and spontaneous.

Second, we should celebrate our temperament and not feel guilty
that we might not pray like someone who has a different temperament.
Instead, we should be on a continuous journey of exploring the mysteries
of God, regardless of temperament. Third, we must continuously allow
the Spirit to transform our temperament into His likeness.

SPiri

This transformation needs to
occur along the four psychological
functions of our temperament: in-
tuition, sensing, feeling, and think-
ing. We must allow the Spirit to
transform each of these functions.
Regarding intuition, the fear of
the Lord is the deepest of all intui-
tions. Regarding sensing, we wait
upon the Lord in order to discover
the beauty all around us. Regarding
feeling, we lift up the whole core
of our lives to God. Regarding
thinking, we walk before the Lord,
using our minds to deepen our
friendship with God.

The Holy Spirit as Friend

Certainly it is obvious that we
need help from within if we genu-
inely experience this transforma-
tion. Prayer is the agent that acti-
vates the work of the Holy Spirit
who changes our lives from the
inside out. He is our friend.

One of the names for the Holy
Spirit is parakletos, a term to de-
scribe a friend who comes alongside
to help us and to defend us. He
reminds us of all that Jesus taught
us. He is the friend who warns us
and who is completely honest with
us even when it hurts. He also
makes heaven real to us in the sense
that He is the down payment, the
guarantee of our life to come. He
is the seal that declares that we be-
long to God. We are His forever.
Finally, He is the Spirit who pro-
mises never to leave us.
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How humbling it is to compare our prayer life to that of Jesus. When
our relationships with each other have gone awry, so has our ability to
engage in prayer to the Father. We echo the request of the disciples:
“Lord, teach us to pray.”

“Our relationship
with God can never be right
when our relationships
with other people
are wrong.”

To build our friendship with Jesus, we will see Him as the way, the
truth, and the life.

Jesus as the Wa

First, we see Jesus as the way of submission. The key to prayer is sub-
mitting to God and to others. When we pray, we do so in the name of
Jesus. Jesus submitted to the Father to accomplish our salvation. We sub-
mit to Him to the point that our prayers are expressed from the viewpoint
of the One living within us.

Second, we see Jesus as the way of faith. Through prayer we grasp
realities that we cannot see for ourselves. We never know what lies ahead
of us in our journey of faith. But as John frequently stated in his gospel,
“We believe.”” This word expresses a vital, dynamic friendship with Jesus.
We seek Him only, and we live for Him only.

Third, we see Jesus as the way of obedience. Jesus Himself clarified
that being His friend means that we do what He commands. Loving
Jesus means obeying Him. And when we love Him, we also love our
brothers and sisters.

Jesus as the Truth

As Truth, Jesus illuminates. When we choose to live apart from God,
we try to hide the spiritual darkness that consumes us. Jesus shines His
light in this darkness and brings life. His light helps us see our true selves
so that we are not fooled by the stuff we hide inside.

As Truth, Jesus also liberates. He sets us free to belong to Him and
to Him alone. This friendship becomes an effective medicine to help us
overcome any despair, loneliness, and fear that may grip us. We begin
to experience this freedom as we use prayer to listen to Jesus’ voice and
to meditate on His words.

As Truth, Jesus also directs. He
keeps our freedoms in check. He
reminds us that prayer is designed
not just so our own needs can be
met and our own desires can be
satisfied, but so we can bring all
the glory to God in the way we
live and pray.

Jesus as the Life

First, we look at the life of hid-
denness. Jesus’ life was marked by
hiddenness because His mission
went so far against human nature
that others often misunderstood
Him. On one occasion John re-
ports that Jesus literally hid Himself
after speaking. If we take prayer
seriously, we understand that time
in the prayer closet will take prece-
dence over approval by the crowds.

Second, we look at the life of
dependence. Rugged individualism
runs counter to the life of prayer.
John’s Gospel clearly portrays Jesus
as one who depended on His Father
for everything. He depended on
the Father for power and for guid-
ance. Who are we to think that we
don’t need the same level of depen-
dence on the Father?

Third, we look at the life of
humility. We cannot help but be
humble when we come into His
presence. But He calls us to a life
of humility in everything. This vir-
tue does not come easily. We must
rely solidly on Jesus to produce
this change in our lives.
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A Fatherless Societg

The Old Testament does not portray God as Father that often, perhaps
a reflection that many pagan religions referred to their gods as “father.”
In the New Testament, we find Jesus frequently talking to and about
God as His Father.

This concept needs to be clarified in our modern society that has be-
come very familiar with the term fatherless. How a child views his parents
significantly affects his understanding of God. Kierkegaard’s father inflicted
tremendous guilt on his son to the point that the Danish philosopher
experienced a direct relationship between praying and feeling guilty.

The Fatherhood of God

In spite of the flaws of earthly fathers, every person has a responsibility
to develop a healthy view of God. He is above all sinful human fathers.
He_ is God, not man, and He is the ultimate source behind the whole
universe.

The Aramaic word Abba helps us understand the nature of God’s
fatherhood. The word suggests intimacy as the positive way a child might
address his father. It communicates the unique relationship Jesus had
with God as His Father.

Unlike today’s absentee fathers, God as Father always acts on our be-
half. He is always present and is always at work on our behalf.

A New Wa'g to Prag to the Father

The Lord’s Prayer became a mark of a person’s commitment to Christ
and to His community. The six prayers within the larger prayer teach us
how we can build a lasting friendship with the Father.

“QOur Father in heaven” teaches us the intimacy of the Father. In soli-
tude, drawing our resources from the Father allows us to live in community.
And we cannot have this solitude unless we share in community. “Our
Father”” compels us to develop both solitude and community.

“Hallowed be Your name” teaches us to recognize the holiness of
God and to honor the character His name represents. Because of the
sacrifice that Jesus made on the cross, we can approach this holy Father.

When we pray “Your kingdom come,” we accept God’s rule for our-
selves. It means that we adjust our feelings and thoughts so that they fo-
cus on God. In turn, we become like Jesus by the way we live each day.

“Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” teaches us to take what
happens in heaven and mirror it on earth. God’s Word and His Spirit
guide us so that we can understand what He intends for us. When we
truly seek what God wants, the Spirit prays on our behalf so that we can
discern His will.

“Give us today our daily bread” tackles the problem of anxiety. We
don’t get uptight about clothes and other matters that generate anxiety.
Instead, we focus on prayer and we trust that God will supply every need.
As we enjoy our daily provisions, we pray that we will become increasingly
aware of the Father’s presence.

shiP
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“Forgive us our debts...”
reminds us that we live in relation-
ship to others. Our sins are many;
all we can do is ask God for forgive-
ness. Notice the relationship be-
tween our receiving God’s forgive-
ness and our forgiving others. With-
out God’s help, forgiving others
is impossible.

“And lead us not into tempta-
tion...” teaches that God is our de-
liverer and protector. The more we
enjoy the friendship of God, the
more we recognize the extent of
evil’s impact on us. This prayer asks
God for two things: deliverance
from the powerful influence of the
devil and strength to become more
spiritually mature from daily trials.

CBS
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To enrich our prayer life, we
need to see prayer in the dimen-
sions of both the personal and the
social. Our solitude with God en-
riches our ability to relate in com-
munity. Our effectiveness in com-
munity enriches our solitude with
God.

E‘nriching Our Prager in
Communit

We can learn much about prayer
by exploring many different tradi-
tions practiced by God’s people.
Paul writes about prayer “with all
the saints.” We must walk with
God’s people~past, present, and
future~and learn from them. This

continued on page 8
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ENRICHING OUR PRAYER LIFE
continued from page 7

factor in no way places a stamp of approval on praying to dead saints,
a practice that became common in the early centuries of church history.

Thankfully, the Reformers corrected this error. On the other hand,
modern culture has gone to the other extreme by forgetting the relevance
of the past. We cannot afford to forget our history because past events
are essential for a holistic understanding of the Christian faith.

“If we lose our sense of history, we amputate
a vital part of human existence and cut

ourselves off from a greater sense
of God at work.”

Not only must we learn from the past, but we would also do well to
study traditions of believers in the Church worldwide. Doing so may
help us realize that prayer can be much richer than we’ve been taught
in our own traditions.

The Four SPhercs of Prayer

Four traditions of prayer have marked the Church throughout its
history. These same four spheres can enrich our prayer life today.

The first sphere is verbal prayer. This practice that uses the articulation
of words is most typical. We see this sphere practiced by many Old Testa-
ment characters as well as in Paul’s New Testament letters.

In the sixteenth century, the Anglicans used the Book of Common
Prayer as a way to express corporate confession and praise. Controversy
arose in the next century over written versus spontaneous prayers. Calvin
taught the need for balance and defended the use of written prayers.

The second sphere is meditation. When one meditates, he is seeking
to personalize his love for God by using words that are mental instead
of verbal. The Psalms were originally composed as meditations before
God. Using the Psalms for meditation today generates spontaneous joy
at the mysteries of God’s Word. This sphere puts the soul in position to

yearn earnestly for God. Reading
the Bible without meditating on
it is barren. Meditation without
using the Bible is misleading and
perhaps even destructive.

The third sphere is contempla-
tion. Whereas meditation involves
a consciously active mind, in con-
templation God’s presence be-
comes so real that words and even
thoughts are unnecessary. This type
of prayer bypasses the senses as the
believer develops a deep awareness
of the mysteries of God.

Contemplative prayer minimizes
the need for a myriad of techniques
to enhance our prayer life. “Instead,
we discover that this friendship
that is prayer is as remote from the
controlling mind-set of technology
as heaven is from earth.”

The fourth sphere is ecstatic
prayer. Ecstasy is the ultimate ex-
pression of our friendship with
God. In ecstatic prayer, the love
of God so controls the person that
he is no longer in control of him-
self. The person is totally empow-
ered by the Spirit of God who lives
in him. These ecstatic experiences
should prompt the believer to use
his mind even more in order to
understand the significance of these
workings of God’s Spirit.

CBS
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The central focus | have tried to achieve in this book is that prayer
and friendship are interconnected. In a nutshell, this connectedness is all
about loving God and loving our neighbor.

We're All Beginners

When it comes to prayer, we all are amateurs. A pastor’s prayer is not
more effective just because he is a professional. Our prayers become ef-
fective not by our professionalism but through a deep relationship with
God.

In a culture that has become obsessed with the superstar athlete, it
is imperative that the Christian life maintain its amateur status. Prayer
is the antidote to this expert mentality because it deepens our friendship
with God who expresses Himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Pra erin Commumtg

Prayer should be an expression
of the community of believers and
not just a solitary activity. Unfor-
tunately, in many churches prayer
in community has become a rare
thing. Even in churches that hold
prayer meetings, usually the gath-
ered group is only a handful and
does not represent the church at
large.

continued on page 9



PRAYER IN COMMUNITY
continued from page 8

“Only prayer, practiced in an environment

of spiritual friendships, can bring growth
and fruitfulness back to our Christian lives.”

In a culture that thrives on self-fulfillment, the value of community
has been lost almost overnight. And we think that turning around in a
worship service and saying, “I love you™ to someone will restore commu-
nity. But it won’t. Community cannot be manufactured. To rediscover
communal prayer, we must start afresh by basing our lives on the mystery
of the Trinitarian God.

Grace, Love, and Fellowshi

Paul captured the need to capture the mystery of the Trinitarian God
in his 2 Corinthians benediction: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ,
and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you
all”” (2 Corinthians 13:4). These three gifts~grace, love, fellowship~provide
the impetus we need to make prayer the central focus of our lives.

Jesus, who was fully man, understands our needs even more than we
understand them. He went through the same struggles and temptations
we do. Through prayer, Jesus reveals His truth and helps us to see our sit-
uations from the broader view of God’s perspective. We pray that the
grace of Jesus will help us forgive others and love our enemies. It is
through prayer that Jesus brings our lives into line with His teaching.

How are the grace of Christ and the love of God different? The grace
of Christ, demonstrated through his death, burial, and resurrection, hap-
pened at a specific point in time. The mysterious love of God knows no
boundaries of time. It is eternal, and it reaches back into the very character
of the Trinitarian God. It is the love of God that allows us to live our
lives more radically than when we try to control our own destinies. In
love, God has given Himself to us. We, in turn, must mirror that love
by giving our lives to Him.

It is the person of the Holy Spirit who allows us to experience God.
The fellowship of the Holy Spirit suggests common ownership, generosity,
and active partnership. The Spirit takes the deep parts of God and connects
them to the deep parts of our lives.

“Prayer, then, is called forth by the Father’s love,
made possible by the grace of Christ, and becomes
our living experience in the companionship
of the Holy Spirit.”

It is evident, therefore, that the Trinity is not a mere subject for doc-
trinal discussion but rather the source of joy and life for all Christians.
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