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      “It is shameful but true. Christians have long struggled to exercise their most astounding privilege: approaching the throne of grace and talking to God, communicating with the one who created and redeems us, who loves us with a love even stronger than death. This thought-provoking book is precisely what we need to put our prayer lives on track. It points us to the one who initiates this marvelous divine communication and invites us to answer him in fear, love, honesty, and ceaseless, awestruck, self-giving speech.”

      Douglas A. Sweeney, Dean and Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

      “The chief virtue of this book is that it is not about prayer; it is about God. Of course the title gives that away: prayer is a response to who God is and what he has said and done. As the author wisely says, prayer is a way of perceiving what really is. Many of us believe that, but it often does not inform the way we pray. This wonderful book will help you move in the right direction. I highly recommend it.”

      William Edgar, Professor Emeritus of Apologetics, Westminster Theological Seminary

      “If Dan Brendsel is right—and I believe he is—that a primary pastoral task in the life of the church is teaching God’s people to pray, then the church today needs to read this book! The message of Answering Speech is the profound biblical truth that our life with God is a life of prayer—dialogue with a gracious God who has initiated conversation and covenanted with us. In essence, prayer is living in response to the Trinitarian God. By rooting prayer in canon, church, and creed, and by showing the glorious marriage between the prayer life and the Christian life, Brendsel pastors the individual Christian and the corporate church into deeper communion with Christ. I could not recommend this book more highly!”

      Edward W. Klink III, Senior Pastor, Hope Evangelical Free Church, Roscoe, Illinois; author, The Local Church and John

      “Prayer is theology in miniature, the essence of the creature’s interpersonal relation with the Creator: human answering speech to the divine address. Prayer is also the beating heart of the Christian life, a participation through the gift of the Spirit in the Son’s response to the Father: “Not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42). Jesus’s disciples asked him to teach them to pray, and as Brendsel rightly notes in this important book, teaching God’s people to pray is one of the pastor’s chief tasks. Answering Speech is an excellent resource for doing just that. Brendsel helpfully engages both theological and practical matters and, in the process, helps us see all of life as eminently theological, an ongoing dialogue in different registers—confession, intercession, adoration—with our covenantal, triune God.”

      Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Research Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

      “This book lights up our place in the life of prayer—in relation to God, who speaks first. Dan Brendsel has given us a thought-provoking, Scripture-saturated, and deeply encouraging discussion of prayer as our answer to God’s initiating word, fully spoken to us in Christ.”

      Kathleen Nielson, author; speaker

      “This is a book I’ve been waiting for. It approaches prayer in a way that accents and celebrates the initiative of God: he speaks first; then we respond in prayer, answering his word. Dan Brendsel is a careful pastor-scholar who brings together both biblical insights and treasures from the great tradition. Just look at the bibliography. Most of us need to go deeper with prayer—which can seem so simple, even natural, and yet is a bottomless wonder, past finding out. To speak with the living God! There is far more to prayer than we presume—riches here set before us by a learned jeweler.”

      David Mathis, Senior Teacher and Executive Editor, desiringGod.org; Pastor, Cities Church, Saint Paul, Minnesota; author, Habits of Grace
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      To the members of

      First Presbyterian Church,

      Hinckley, Minnesota

      May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

      Romans 15:5–6
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      Soli Deo gloria.

      Teach me to seek You, and reveal yourself to me as I seek, because I can neither seek You if You do not teach me how, nor find You unless You reveal Yourself. Let me seek You in desiring You; let me desire You in seeking You; let me find You in loving You; let me love You in finding You. . . . I do not try, Lord, to attain Your lofty heights, because my understanding is in no way equal to it. But I do desire to understand Your truth a little, that truth that my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand so that I may believe; but I believe so that I may understand. For I believe this also, that “unless I believe, I shall not understand.”

      Anselm of Canterbury

      Proslogion

    

  
    
      Introduction

      Prayer as “Answering Speech”

      Though, sadly, he is not well known in many Christian circles today, Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) remains one of the giants in the Western theological and philosophical tradition. Anselm seems to have coined the highly influential shorthand definition of theology as “faith seeking understanding.” His satisfaction theory of the atonement was an important forerunner for later Reformed formulations of the penal substitutionary accomplishment of Christ’s cross. And numerous contemporary apologists, in seeking to offer theistic proofs to skeptics, draw from the well of Anselm’s writings. In this last respect, Anselm’s Monologion is an outstanding example. In this work, Anselm offers some eighty chapters of arguments (though he referred to it as a “short tract”!) for the existence and the necessary nature and attributes of God. Dense and thought-provoking, the Monologion is a marvel of philosophical and theological meditation.

      From Monologue to Dialogue

      But its sequel is what interests us here. For but a year after writing Monologion, Anselm again took up the pen to write Proslogion. In the Proslogion, Anselm can still be seen to be arguing for the existence of God, but his manner is very different from the year prior. What differed, or in what way did Anselm think his reasoning needed to improve? For one thing, he wanted to offer a simpler, more streamlined (only twenty-six-chapter) argument. But another crucial difference comes through a mundane point of grammar. Consider how the first chapter of the Monologion begins:

      Of all things that exist, there is one nature that is supreme. It alone is self-sufficient in eternal happiness, yet through its all-powerful goodness it creates and gives to all other things their very existence and their goodness. Now, take someone who either has never heard of, or does not believe in, and so does not know this.1

      And on it goes in this mode.

      Compare this with how the Proslogion opens. Anselm rouses his soul to “fly for a moment from your affairs” and turn “to God and rest for a little in Him.” He gives an invitation: “Speak now, my whole heart, speak now to God.” Then he commences his renewed theological labor: “Come then, Lord my God, teach my heart where and how to seek You, where and how to find You.”2 And on the Proslogion goes in this mode.

      What is the difference between the modes of the Monologion and the Proslogion? In grammatical terms, the former is written in the third person, while the latter is written in the second person. The first is written about God; the second is written to God. The Monologion is a personal meditation, a soliloquy of the would-be theologian alone with his own thoughts (mono = alone; logion = word); the Proslogion is a word of address (pros = to; logion = word), the true theologian’s truthful discourse with the God who speaks to his creatures. The Monologion is philosophical study; the Proslogion is prayer. In the space between these two writings, as Eugene Peterson puts it, Anselm “realized that however many right things he had said about God, he had said them all in the wrong language.”3 He was compelled to “translate” philosophizing into the true theology of prayer, for all true knowledge of God begins in prayer.

      If Anselm was on target, then crucial for growing in truthful understanding of and relationship with God is the life of prayer. One (if not the) main pastoral task in the life of the church is teaching God’s people to pray. One (if not the) main personal responsibility for every Christian is to learn to pray.

      Our Part in the Dialogue

      Thankfully, the Christian tradition is filled with resources offering instruction and inspiration for the life of prayer: expositions of biblical prayers (e.g., the Psalms), systematic treatments of the nature of prayer, meditations on the “power of prayer,” and devotional collections of advice and encouragement for the ups and downs of praying continually. Some of these facets will also appear in the reflections below, but I want firmly to anchor all of what follows in the dialogical sensibility exhibited by Anselm. For our understanding of and engagement in prayer (our theory and our practice) will mature to the extent that we continually press into the fact that prayer is our part in a covenantal dialogue with God.

      True prayer is communicative and relational. Prayer is not a strategy or mechanism to get things done. It is not a magical incantation to control the outcome of events. It is not thinking the right thoughts. It is part of a dialogue. Any growth in the life of prayer is necessarily a maturing in relationship with the one whom we would address in prayer, and a maturation in our dialogical skill and sensibility.

      The word of our covenant Lord in Psalm 50 is instructive:

      Hear, O my people, and I will speak;

      O Israel, I will testify against you.

      I am God, your God. . . . 

      Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving,

      and perform your vows to the Most High,

      and call upon me in the day of trouble;

      I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me. (vv. 7, 14–15)

      Here God first speaks (v. 7). He speaks to “my people,” his covenant people (note God’s self-identification with the covenant title “your God”). What does he say to his people, to us? It is an invitation to respond to him with a sacrifice not of thanksfeeling but of thanksgiving—that is, words given in thanks. These are to be joined with our words of commitment to God (“vows”) and their attendant practices, as well as our words of petition to God for his help in the day of trouble (vv. 14–15a). God addresses us in his covenantal word, calling us to respond to his gracious word of address with fitting words of our own. What happens when we respond in this way? God responds in love to our response to him (v. 15b). To what end? That we might respond yet again back to him with words of praise (v. 15c). Psalm 50 is God’s invitation to enter into a practice, a rhythm, a life of dialogical prayer.

      Charles Spurgeon once called Psalm 50 “Robinson Crusoe’s text,” because this was the text that proved instrumental in the conversion of Daniel Defoe’s famous protagonist. What Robinson Crusoe was converted to by way of Psalm 50 was a life in which, as Spurgeon put it, “God and the praying man take shares.”4 Our life with God is a linguistic back and forth, an ever-continuing dialogue. That is, it is a life of prayer. My aim in this book is to sketch in, from various angles, the realities and rhythms of the ever-continuing dialogue that God graciously invites us to participate in, so that we might indeed participate in it and do so more fittingly and faithfully and fervently and fruitfully.

      “Answering Speech”

      But we can be more specific about the starting point and the connecting thread for the following explorations of prayer. It is not simply that prayer is our part in dialogue with God generally considered. More specifically, prayer is properly our word of response to the God who initiates the conversation. Notice again in Psalm 50 that God graciously initiates the relational dialogue by means of his word. He calls his people to attention and speaks first: “Hear, O my people, and I will speak” (Ps. 50:7). Without this initiating word, none of the ensuing words of thanksgiving and vow and petition and praise would be forthcoming or make sense. That is to say, there would be no prayer were it not for the initiating speech act of God.

      This is, in fact, the nature of all our life and all reality—it all flows from divine benevolence and initiating action. God is the one who always gets things going, as it were. From beginning to middle to end—from God’s “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3), to his shining in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of his glory in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 4:6), to his “Behold, I am making all things new” (Rev. 21:5)—everything that is is ever and only response to God’s prior word and creative/saving activity. This includes prayer.

      Prayer is not trying to twist God’s arm to do something we have first conceived of. Prayer is not pleading with a God who is not already there to somehow show up. Prayer is not enticing a silent God to finally speak. Prayer is not mere sincerity and authenticity voiced to God, an outpouring to him of whatever we feel by instinct. Rather, prayer is always and properly our response to God’s initiating word and work. Or, as Eugene Peterson has put it, prayer is fundamentally and always “answering speech.”5 As a result, “What is essential in prayer is not that we learn to express ourselves, but that we learn to answer God.”6

      I have found Peterson’s formulation, his definitional gloss on “prayer,” to be of immense help in my own deepened understanding of and engagement in the life of prayer. And this is the launching point and the main connecting thread in the coming pages. We will consider what it means for prayer to be “answering speech” in twelve chapters, divided into four parts.

      Part 1 focuses on the God whose initiating word “gets prayer going.” What could it mean to pray to this God who sovereignly ordains all things that come to pass, or why would we ever do it? What about those times when it seems like this God who invites us to pray doesn’t listen to our answering speech? What’s the point, and what is God up to in this life of prayer anyway?

      Part 2 offers guidance on how Scripture interfaces with the life of prayer. If prayer is speech that answers to God’s initiating word, we should attend to that word earnestly. In so doing we will find our prayers shaped according to it and, indeed, enfolded in it.

      Part 3 is much more philosophically (epistemologically) oriented than the other parts. In praying, we are necessarily engaging language, yet it is something like learning a whole new language. What does this “new language,” the language of prayer, say about the reality that we would speak about and name? What does it say about who we are as God’s people, citizens of his kingdom, among the nations of the world? And how and where might we learn this language?

      For as theoretically oriented as part 3 is, it leads naturally into the final, most practical part. In part 4, I address regular rhythms in the life of prayer: weekly corporate rhythms, daily individual rhythms, and the rhythm and shape of typical prayers (or, at least, one model of prayer that has a long lineage in church history).

      A crucial aspect of the shape of all prayer, of all answering speech, is that it is Trinitarian in form: to the Father, in the name of the Son, through the power of the Spirit. After considering that matter at the end of part 4, we will conclude with a focus on the middle member—praying in the name of Jesus. In the end, all our answering speech is a participation in the Son, who has answered the Father perfectly for our everlasting good and joy.

      Orison and Everything

      It is no accident that most major catechisms devote an entire section to instruction through the Lord’s Prayer, so fundamental for Christian life is learning how to pray. The present work may be understood to flow within this catechetical stream, seeking to provide so many different angles on the substance, form, and practicality of the Lord’s Prayer as the Christian’s model prayer.

      Admittedly, many of the following chapters make no reference to the Lord’s Prayer (though several do). The wording and movement of the Lord’s Prayer does not dictate the subject matter and movement of the four major parts addressing God, Scripture, language, and rhythms. The ensuing pages frequently veer into regions like theology proper, epistemology, and ecclesiology—far afield, it would seem, from the practicalities of the prayerful life about which our Lord taught us. Yet I believe Tertullian was on target in his second-century tract De oratione when he suggested that the Lord’s Prayer “is as comprehensive in its thought as it is succinct in language,” for it encompasses “almost the whole of the Lord’s teaching . . . so that really in the prayer there is contained an epitome of the whole Gospel.”7 When the Lord set himself to teach on prayer, he was, at the same time, beginning to teach on everything.

      In this light, it may be reductionistic to only address God, Scripture, language, and rhythms—including forays into a theology of creation and providence, bibliology and hermeneutics, anthropology, epistemology, ecclesiology, and temporal rhythms—in relation to the life of prayer. To be sure, we must start somewhere and focus our attention on some few things. But it is important to highlight, before digging in, that a course in answering speech is no restriction of our attention to some limited heading under practical theology. Instead, a studied consideration of the ins and outs of our Godward words is prolegomena for a well-ordered understanding of the cosmos, and more. We come to know and name, and respond and relate to, everything aright through the words of prayer in Jesus’s name. How could it be otherwise when everything came into being through him who is the living Word?8

      

      With a view to prompting more prayerful engagement throughout this book, and as a form of discipleship in the life of prayer among God’s historic praying people, a prayer from some past figure or prayer tradition appears as a coda to every chapter. Here, I conclude the introduction in the same way I began, by quoting Anselm.

      Almighty God, merciful Father, and my good Lord,

      have mercy on me, a sinner.

      Grant me forgiveness of my sins. . . . 

      May I shun utterly in word and in deed,

      whatever you forbid,

      and do and keep whatever you command.

      Let me believe and hope, love and live,

      according to your purpose and your will.

      Give me heart-piercing goodness and humility;

      discerning abstinence and mortification of the flesh.

      Help me to love you and pray to you,

      praise you and meditate upon you. . . . 

      Deliver me from all evil

      and lead me to eternal life

      through the Lord.

      Prayer of Anselm (ca. 1070–1080)9

    

    
      
        1  In Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works, ed. Brian Davies and G. R. Evans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 11.

      

      
        2  Davies and Evans, Anselm of Canterbury, 84–85, emphasis added.

      

      
        3  Eugene H. Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (Dallas: Word, 1989), 100.

      

      
        4  Charles H. Spurgeon, “Robinson Crusoe’s Text,” sermon preached at the Metropolitan Tabernacle, Newington, August 30, 1885, https://archive.spurgeon.org/sermons/1876.php.

      

      
        5  Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor, 16.

      

      
        6  Eugene H. Peterson, Answering God: The Psalms as Tools for Prayer (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 6.

      

      
        7  Tertullian, Concerning Prayer, in Tertullian’s Treatises: Concerning Prayer, Concerning Baptism, trans. Alexander Souter (London: SPCK, 1919), 20–21 (§1); see, further, 27–28 (§9).

      

      
        8  The present project has several points of overlap with, and many lines of influence from, Michael S. Horton’s covenantal (word-centered) theological prolegomenon. See Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002); Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 35–222.

      

      
        9  In The Prayers and Meditations of St. Anselm with the Proslogion, trans. and ed. Benedicta Ward (New York: Penguin, 1973), 91–92.

      

    

  
    
      Part 1

      God

      But, someone will say, does God not know, even without being reminded, both in what respect we are troubled and what is expedient for us, so that it may seem in a sense superfluous that he should be stirred up by our prayers—as if he were drowsily blinking or even sleeping until he is aroused by our voice?

      John Calvin

      Institutes of the Christian Religion

      You, O Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, have made this revelation to your servant, saying, “I will build you a house.” Therefore your servant has found courage to pray this prayer to you.

      2 Samuel 7:27

    

  
    
      1

      Answering the Sovereign God

      Prayer is our part in dialogue with our covenantal Lord. In the new exodus work of Christ, God has become our Father and our God (John 20:17), so we can address him in prayer as such (Matt. 6:9). But who is the Father and God that we address as ours in prayer? He is the Father of Christ first and by begetting, and he is our Father derivatively and by exodus-wrought adoption “in Jesus’s name.”1 He is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who in Christ extends to all nations the covenantal blessing of being “my people” and of him being “your God.” And he is the almighty Maker of earth and sea, the King who is sovereign over and in everything, the all-knowing and all-wise Lord of history, who does whatever he pleases.

      It is here that we run into a roadblock when trying to comprehend prayer as dialogue with our covenantal Lord. What kind of dialogue is possible with a God who sovereignly ordains all that comes to pass? As John Calvin asked long ago, what’s the point of lifting up the thoughts and desires of our hearts to a God who already apparently knows them? If God has already made up his mind about what he’s going to do, does it really matter whether we offer our input in prayer? To put it in its simplest form: why pray if God is sovereign?

      The question is often raised. And several helpful answers are available, some of which inform coming chapters. Here, as Jesus often does in the Gospels, I want to answer the question with a question: How can we pray with anything like the boldness and persevering fervency on display among biblical pray-ers unless we are persuaded that God is sovereign over all things as Lord of history? To fill this out, let us consider a few examples of prayer from Scripture, beginning with something of a “ground clearing” example, before addressing two further examples that help us construct a sturdy house of prayer.

      Hezekiah’s Prayer in Isaiah 37

      One of the major concerns of the first half of the book of Isaiah is the threat of Assyrian invasion in the eighth century BC.2 Isaiah exhorts the southern kingdom of Judah to trust in the Lord for deliverance from Assyrian aggression, and not to trust in political alliances with other nations. In particular, throughout Isaiah 28–31, Judah and the house of David seem especially tempted to ally with the powerful Egypt for protection against the Assyrian threat. But the Lord through the prophet makes remarkable promises to Israel, such as this one from Isaiah 31:8–9:

      “The Assyrian shall fall by a sword, not of man;

      and a sword, not of man, shall devour him;

      and he shall flee from the sword,

      and his young men shall be put to forced labor.

      His rock shall pass away in terror,

      and his officers desert the standard in panic,”

      declares the Lord, whose fire is in Zion,

      and whose furnace is in Jerusalem.

      Be that as it may, in Isaiah 36–37, Sennacherib king of Assyria comes a-knockin’. His armies besiege Jerusalem. He mocks the living God and demands surrender. Trapped like a bird in a cage,3 Judah seems hopeless. But it only seems this way. The good news for Israel is this: there is a righteous branch on the throne of David who will lead Israel into peace. King Hezekiah takes charge, but he does so in a remarkable way, in the right way. He prays to the divine King for deliverance.

      Hezekiah went up to the house of the Lord. . . . And Hezekiah prayed to the Lord: “O Lord of hosts, God of Israel, enthroned above the cherubim, you are the God, you alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth; you have made heaven and earth. Incline your ear, O Lord, and hear; open your eyes, O Lord, and see; and hear all the words of Sennacherib, which he has sent to mock the living God. Truly, O Lord, the kings of Assyria have laid waste all the nations and their lands, and have cast their gods into the fire. For they were no gods, but the work of men’s hands, wood and stone. Therefore they were destroyed. So now, O Lord our God, save us from his hand, that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you alone are the Lord.” (Isa. 37:14–20)

      God responds immediately with a clear assurance:

      Because you have prayed to me concerning Sennacherib king of Assyria, this is the word that the Lord has spoken concerning him:

      “. . . I will put my hook in your [Sennacherib’s] nose

      and my bit in your mouth,

      and I will turn you back on the way

      by which you came.” (Isa. 37:21–22, 29)

      And God walks the talk. As Isaiah 37 goes on to relate, the angel of the Lord strikes down 185,000 Assyrians overnight, leaving Sennacherib and his armies (or what is left of them) with no choice but to retreat to their country.

      For our purposes, the key question is this: What was responsible for the deliverance of Jerusalem? Was it Hezekiah’s prayer? God seems to say so. He assures Hezekiah that he will thwart Assyria “because you have prayed to me” (Isa. 37:21). But didn’t God earlier make promises to Judah that he would deliver from Assyrian oppression, for example in Isaiah 31:8–9? Shouldn’t we say, instead, that Jerusalem’s deliverance was owing to God’s sovereign promise and purpose? After all, God himself in his response to Hezekiah’s prayer says of Assyria’s destruction, “I determined it long ago” (Isa. 37:26). So which is responsible—Hezekiah’s prayer or God’s sovereign plan and promise? It is, of course, a faulty question posing a false alternative. We do not need to choose between God’s promise and our prayers, between God’s rule and our requests, between God’s sovereignty and our supplications. The latter are, in God’s mystery, wisdom, and goodness, the means through which the former works. The sovereign God of the cosmos, whose plan of redemption is perfect and cannot be thwarted, purposes to accomplish his work in the world through the faithful prayers of his people.

      Prayer and the “Responsibility Pie Chart”

      Far too easily we fall into the trap of pitting God’s sovereign plan against the effectiveness of prayer. The question “Why pray if God is sovereign in everything?” carries in its very terms and structure a skewed outlook. It presents effective prayer as something undermined by God’s sovereignty. If God is sovereign, then prayer doesn’t really do anything. Or if prayer is effective, then God must not be sovereign or must somehow limit his sovereign power. We imagine that God’s sovereignty and our responsibility are comparable items of the same order, related to each other as two divisions of a “responsibility pie chart,” with their percentages being in inverse relationship to each other: the bigger the slice we give to God, the less reason will we have to pray.

      Part of the problem with this is a breakdown in a healthy doctrine of creation. At the heart of the doctrine of creation is the conviction that the Creator is fundamentally and absolutely other than the creature. To imagine God’s sovereignty and the necessity of prayer as species of the same genus, and therefore as vying for space in the “responsibility pie chart,” is to contradict the doctrine of creation. It’s to begin with false knowledge about who the Creator is and who we are. It is not adequate to say that God is a lot bigger than us and has a lot more power than us and thus typically bears more responsibility for events than us. Rather, he is wholly other than us. His responsibility and our responsibility are not two different slices of the same pie; rather, God is the Maker of the pie. The Creator establishes our responsibility as his creatures.4 In the same manner, the Creator’s sovereignty does not moot effective prayer but establishes it.

      God really does engage our words addressed to him in prayer. He listens to them. He acts on them. But he does so in the manner not of a creature but of the Creator, acting on and through the prayers of the saints as means to bring about changes in the world. In this way, at least, prayer is a matter of real dialogue with the divine. Surely doubts will remain among many. In particular, some might question whether this really counts as dialogue, whether God really responds to prayer or simply incorporates prayer into a prior purpose established quite apart from prayer. We will delay looking at the fullest Christian word on the matter until our conclusion. But for now, when it comes to the general question of God’s plan and our prayer, we can say that Scripture doesn’t present us with an either–or. We are not forced to choose. Episodes like Isaiah 36–37 are given in Scripture to help us know how to think about such things—and, just as importantly, how not to talk about such things. With the help of the prayer of Hezekiah, we can see that the question “Why pray if God is sovereign in everything?” smuggles some wrong-headed assumptions that Scripture neither demands nor expects us to make about the nature of God, responsibility, and prayer. To get better answers, we must ask better questions.5 This leads us to a second biblical prayer.

      Jesus’s Prayer in John 17

      John 17 is sometimes referred to as Jesus’s high priestly prayer. It is Jesus’s extended prayer just prior to his arrest and crucifixion, a prayer for his disciples, for those who believe in him, for all who are in Christ today. It’s a precious passage of Scripture where we see the love of Christ enacted in the form of prayer to the Father for our everlasting good. Here’s how Jesus begins his prayer: “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you” (v. 1).

      That statement requires clarification at two points. First, what is the “hour” to which Jesus refers? This language of a coming “hour” (or “time”) appears in several other places in the Gospel according to John, helping us fill in what Jesus means in John 17.6 An important instance is found in John 12: the “hour” is a time for Jesus to be “glorified” (12:23) and for the Father to “glorify” his own name as well (12:27–28). What’s more, the Father sent the Son into the world with the express purpose of meeting this “hour” (12:27). This was the divine plan all along. So when Jesus says that “the hour has come” in John 17:1, he means something like this: “The appointed time for glorification is upon us.” Or “the moment you’ve been eternally planning for has arrived, in which to glorify me and yourself.”

      In one sense, then, it’s unsurprising that Jesus goes on to say, “Father . . . glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you.” This glorification of Son and Father is exactly what this “hour” means and is about. It’s almost as if Jesus is being redundant. But it’s not mere repetition. The two statements address the same subject matter; but they are two different kinds of statements, two different speech acts. The first statement is an assertion or affirmation; the second statement is a request, a supplication, a prayer.

      Here is where the second clarification becomes crucial. The logical relationship between Jesus’s assertion (“the hour has come”) and his prayer (“glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you”) is not expressly stated. What’s the link that Jesus must be assuming between the assertion and the prayer? How do these statements relate? What conjunctions might we add to clarify the implicit logical connection? Most likely, it is an inferential relationship. Jesus offers in the first statement a reason for the Father to act on his prayer: Father, because the hour has come, therefore glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you.

      Let’s pause to think about how odd this is. Jesus is saying, in effect, “Father, since the hour in which you have purposed to glorify me and yourself has come, therefore glorify me and yourself.” Jesus prays that the Father would do what he has sovereignly purposed to do from eternity past!

      Why pray if God is going to sovereignly do what he wills anyway? Jesus turns that sensibility on its head, stirring up a different question: How could we pray with enduring confidence, boldness, and fervor without awareness of and assurance about God’s sovereign commitments, purposes, promises, pursuits, and power? On the heels of acknowledging God’s sovereign plan to glorify him, Jesus prays that God would work out his purpose to glorify him. The sovereignty of God doesn’t discourage Jesus from praying. It encourages him to pray. God’s sovereign promises and purposes give him reasons to pray, reasons to offer to God for fulfilling his request, reasons to expect that God will respond favorably. The will of God made known to him informs what he prays for, freeing him to pray with boldness and eagerness, knowing that the things he is seeking in prayer are at the center of the heart and purposes of the sovereign God.

      Prayer and the “Will of God”

      At this point, we might think that Jesus has a leg up on us. Jesus knows God’s eternal purpose, knows God’s will to glorify the Son. He is the Son of God, after all! Of course, Jesus can pray with boldness and confidence about that. But we are different. We don’t have the advantage of knowing what Jesus knows, of being privy to God’s will, so we can’t pray with confidence and fervency as Jesus prays.

      This is muddled thinking. (It doesn’t help that we often functionally operate with an unbiblical Christology that assumes that because Jesus is God, therefore he can do things or know things that we “normal humans” can’t.)7 To be sure, Jesus has a different personal experience and a different personal knowledge than we do, just as you have a different personal experience and knowledge than I have. But it is important to realize that, like Jesus, we too can know the will of God in a way that informs our prayers and strengthens our confidence in praying.

      We must specify what “will of God” we are talking about. It is not the secret or hidden will of God, what theologians call the “will of decree,” his sovereign, unbreakable plan wherein he ordains all that comes to pass (see, e.g., Dan. 4:35; Rom. 1:10). As Moses says in Deuteronomy 29:29, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God.” It is not our responsibility, nor is it within our power, to try to divine the secret will of decree of our sovereign God. Access to that will is not the golden ticket to confident prayer. Access to that will of God would, in fact, be the death of prayer. But, as Moses goes on to add, “the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever.” We are given access to and can know God’s revealed moral will, what theologians call God’s “will of command.” God has spoken and revealed in his Word (living and written) what he “wills” for us to take up and heed, what he desires to see among the nations, what he is committed to with respect to the creation (see, e.g., Ezra 10:11; 1 Thess. 4:2–3).8 We can and should inform our prayers according to that will of God. We can and should, for the sake of our prayers, attend to what God has revealed of himself and has already brought about in the world.

      That Paul was in the practice of this is evident in the letter to the Ephesians. In chapter 1, Paul first blesses God for what he has already accomplished and revealed in Christ for the church (vv. 3–14), then he prays to God for the Ephesian church’s continued growth and good (vv. 15–23). The relationship between the blessing and the supplication is instructive. These two speech acts (blessing and supplicating) are “about” the same stuff, have nearly identical “content.” Table 1 shows some of the most significant parallels, indicating that Paul’s thoughts in verses 15–23 have not strayed far from his thoughts in verses 3–14.

      Table 1. Blessing and prayer in Ephesians 1

      
        
          
            	
              The Blessing in Ephesians 1:3–14

            
            	
              The Prayer in Ephesians 1:15–23

            
          

          
            	
              “the God . . . of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 3)

            
            	
              “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 17)

            
          

          
            	
              “the praise of his glory” (vv. 12, 14; also v. 6)

            
            	
              “the Father of glory” (v. 17)

            
          

          
            	
              “Holy Spirit” (v. 13)

            
            	
              “the Spirit of . . .” (v. 17)*

            
          

          
            	
              “wisdom and insight” (v. 8)

            
            	
              “wisdom . . . in the knowledge” (vv. 17–18)

            
          

          
            	
              “making known . . . the mystery of his will” (v. 9)

            
            	
              “revelation” (v. 17)

            
          

          
            	
              “riches of his grace” (v. 7)

            
            	
              “riches of his glorious inheritance” (v. 18)

            
          

          
            	
              “inheritance” (vv. 11, 14)

            
            	
              “inheritance” (v. 18)

            
          

          
            	
              “that we should be holy” (v. 4)

            
            	
              “the saints” (v. 18)

            
          

          
            	
              “in the heavenly places” (v. 3)

            
            	
              “in the heavenly places” (v. 20)

            
          

          
            	
              *  Though many English translations have a lowercase “spirit” here (and leave it indefinite: “a spirit”), almost assuredly Paul is referring to the Spirit, who grants wisdom and gives/illuminates revelation. See Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 675.

            
          

        

      

      Paul was not a very creative pray-er. Which is precisely the point. Paul’s prayer isn’t an ex nihilo creation. Rather, it is informed by and conformed to what has preceded him. Apparently, Jesus is not the only one who can pray according to the will of God. Like Jesus’s prayer in John 17:1 but at a greater length, which allows us to consider the matter in greater detail, Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 1 is shaped by God’s purposes already received, God’s saving work for him and the church already experienced, the mystery of God’s will already revealed in Scripture and in Christ. Paul’s prayer is his answer to what God has first communicated to him.

      It turns out that prayer is not only a real dialogue of responsiveness among God and his people but also, and first, answering speech, a word spoken aright when spoken in response to God’s prior words and ways addressed to us: “Our Father in heaven, thy will be done.” When we answer God with prayers in accord with his word first spoken to us, in accord with his will and ways and character and aims revealed therein—when we pray, in short, “in Jesus’s name”—then we can pray with great confidence and boldness. For we can be sure that these things prayed “in Jesus’s name” are the very things that the sovereign God, the almighty Maker of heaven and earth, wants and is actively pursuing. As our Lord himself said, “Whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it to you” (John 16:23). Prayers of rightly ordered answering speech will come to fruition.

      

      Heavenly Father, full of goodness and grace, as you are pleased to declare your holy will to your poor servants, and to instruct them in the righteousness of your law, so write and engrave it on our hearts, that we should seek to serve and obey you alone in our whole life. Do not impute to us the transgressions that we have committed against your law, so that as we sense your grace being multiplied upon us in such abundance, we would have cause to praise and glorify you, through Jesus Christ your Son, our Lord. So let it be.

      Prayer after the reading of the Decalogue, Strassburg Liturgy (1545)9

      It’s enough to drive a man crazy; it’ll break a man’s faith,

      It’s enough to make him wonder if he’s ever been sane—

      When he’s bleating for comfort from thy staff and thy rod,

      And the heaven’s only answer is the silence of God.

      Andrew Peterson

      “The Silence of God”

    

OEBPS/content/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/cover/9781433588945.jpg
Y-
=)

£
N\ \\,/; \\\/@
W

ANSWERING
SPEECH

The Life of Prayer as
Response to God

_o_

DANIEL J. BRENDSEL





OEBPS/content/Links/scene_break.eps.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/facebook.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/twitter.jpg





