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INTRODUCTION


A SONG OF PRAYER


On Our Knees is a devotional about prayer that began with a song I wrote called “Battle Belongs,” and that song ended up changing my life. More specifically, it changed my prayer life. I grew up in the church like many of you, so I’ve always been around prayer. My parents were in the ministry, so it was part of my routine. We habitually prayed before meals. We prayed before bedtime. Of course, we prayed at church. And my parents taught my siblings and me that we were always supposed to pray for the needs in our community. The idea of talking to God was presented to me as something as natural as talking to a friend. It was so natural, in fact, that I began writing my own worship songs by simply writing prayers and putting them to music. I’m thankful for that spiritual foundation I received growing up, but I didn’t realize I still had so much more to learn about prayer. Then I wrote a song that became a prayer anthem, and it changed everything. …


My friend Brian Johnson and I cowrote “Battle Belongs,” and I had no idea how God would use it to cultivate my walk with Him in a deeper way than ever before. So many people have asked what sparked the idea, and I wish I had an epic story about some huge moment in my life when God came through in miraculous fashion. The routine truth of the matter is that the words to the song began from a simple phrase that caught our attention about prayer: “fighting on our knees.” Those lines seemed to capture the mix of commitment and surrender that goes into praying. The first time I played “Battle Belongs” in worship, I can still remember how shocked I was to see every hand in the room lifted and people singing along with all their hearts. But the real story of “Battle Belongs” hadn’t yet started in my life.


I don’t think any of us could forget how 2020 began. As the world shut down around us and anxiety and hopelessness took hold, I was surprised by how much the words of “Battle Belongs” kept coming to mind. It became my fight song of encouragement when I felt disheartened. I found myself singing it while I did chores around the house, while I walked the dogs, and even as I put my kids to bed at night. It honestly carried me through the frustration, fear, and disappointment of that season. A few months later, the song was released to the public and the feedback was humbling. So many people reached out to share very personal stories like my own about how the song had lifted them up during that difficult season. The very words that helped me keep faith in the storm, stay courageous in the fight, and stay on my knees in prayer resonated with so many other people. I was humbled to see how God was using the song as one that the church could rise and sing as a prayer anthem.


It also ignited a fresh spark in my prayer life that began to slowly grow.


As the world reopened and we all began gathering in rooms again at church, singing “Battle Belongs” quickly became my favorite moment of every service. And as I played the song evening after evening, God started to challenge me to grow deeper in prayer. I began to wrestle with the truth of my spiritual walk: Did I really believe in the power of prayer? Did I really believe God was always listening? Did I really trust Him to move when we ask for something in faith? Did I really believe He still performed miracles? In the face of life’s battles, was my first instinct to get on my knees? If I really believed that the God who wields infinite power knows all things, has all wisdom, and loves me extravagantly is listening to me, then why didn’t I pray as if I believed it? I wanted prayer to be my lifeline to God. I wanted to be reawakened to new areas of growth and intimacy with God. I wanted to embrace the truth that all the battles of my soul belong to God when I am on my knees in prayer. While prayer had always been important, I was experiencing a revival of spirit and embracing it in a new way. I opened my heart and allowed God to teach me more about how to talk to Him.


The spark of desire that God had ignited in my soul for a deeper understanding of prayer was burning brighter and brighter. I couldn’t let it go.


So, it was this song that sent me on this journey through the Bible to learn more about prayer. As I wrote this book with my friend Matt Litton, we simply opened to the beginning of the Bible and couldn’t stop turning the pages. We found our faith reinvigorated through the many lessons on prayer in the pages of God’s Great Love Story. We felt led to practice different ways of praying each day. And we wanted to explore questions about how prayer can impact our daily life.


I wanted to know more about trusting God with my requests. I wanted to learn from the prayers of the heroes of our faith like Moses, King David, Joshua, Nehemiah, and the apostle Paul. I wanted to look closer at what Jesus taught His disciples about prayer. I wanted to learn to pray with the foundation-shaking, sin-crushing, freedom-giving boldness of the early church. And what happened was amazing … the journey of writing On Our Knees became a gift to me. God began using this book to teach me that prayer is so much more than a religious routine; it is a pathway to true intimacy with Him that will go as deep as you and I are willing to go. My heart has been awakened and my soul is on fire with the power of prayer as never before. God has truly moved my prayer life to the next level, and I can’t wait to see what He does next.


Through my writing of this book, God has given me a new confidence and hope when I come before Him on my knees. I’m learning to pray with the expectation that He will answer according to His perfect love. I have a new trust that He will do well beyond all that we could ask or imagine, and I invite you to join me on this journey to rediscover—or maybe even discover for the first time—truths about prayer. Whether you grew up in the church or have never even whispered a single prayer before, it is my hope that through the next forty days you’ll allow God to open your heart to prayer in ways that will invigorate your soul. I hope that you will learn to talk to Him as a friend, to fight on your knees, to be bold about asking God to move mountains, but also simply to sit in His loving presence. I pray that this devotional will encourage you to have the kind of conversations with God that will transform your life, your family, and your community.


A WORD ABOUT HOW TO USE THIS PRAYER DEVOTIONAL


First, I want to say a few words about how this devotional is set up, then how best to use it. As Matt and I set out to learn more about the practice, the power, and the joy of prayer, we simply opened the Bible from Genesis and started reading from the beginning. Each Bible story in this book has a connection to prayer and is arranged in the chronological order we found in the Bible. We were careful to present what we discovered about prayer in straightforward Bible teaching. They are the lessons we learned from stories that changed our own perspectives. We know that some days will be more meaningful to you than others, but even so, it is our sincere hope that the stories we’ve chosen will fill you with wonder at the aliveness of Scripture and remind you of the depth of God’s love for you, and that the activities will bring energy and passion to your prayer life.


Each devotion begins with The Story, which includes a suggested passage of Scripture for you to read, followed by several key verses from that passage for discussion.


Each day has a lesson focused on the Bible verse called The Promise. It is a conversation about what we’ve learned from the Scripture as well as an invitation to join us in wrestling with what that day’s verse might have to teach us about prayer and how it applies to our faith.


Every day includes a Today’s Prayer that can help you model the lessons we learned from Scripture about praying. It can be read aloud in a small group or with a prayer partner. I often like to pray out loud when I’m by myself, so feel free to do that too!


The Prayer Practice will challenge you to grow in how you pray. We try to share some thoughts and practices that have helped us on our own spiritual growth and prayer journey.


Finally, every one of the forty devotions ends with Prayer Reflections. These are sets of questions meant to help you explore the lesson from the Bible and hopefully go deeper in your prayer journey. These questions can also be used as points of discussion if you choose to read this book with your prayer partner, your spouse, your small group, or your church.


I sincerely hope the next forty days of On Our Knees will open your heart to the power of prayer and encourage you to pray boldly!









DAY 1


PRAYER IS INTIMACY WITH GOD


THE STORY:


READ GENESIS CHAPTERS 1–3




God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground” (Genesis 1:27–28).







The Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being. Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed (Genesis 2:7–8).







The man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day (Genesis 3:8).





THE PROMISE:


PRAYER IS LIKE A WALK IN THE GARDEN


Opening to the first chapters of the Bible, we see immediately the incredible truth that we were uniquely designed to live in a close relationship with God. The very God who created the heavens and the earth, the oceans and the stars, and called it all “good” also made you and me. The Bible tells us that the God of the universe literally formed us with His hands and animated us with His own breath. I’m amazed at how we are all created uniquely in His image. The entire creation story is this picture of intimacy. Consider the fact that every time you inhale and exhale, it is a gift from the loving God who breathed life into Adam. And what about the beautiful idea that God strolled through the garden to spend time with Adam and Eve? What a great reminder that God wants to be close to me! Reconnecting to this kind of closeness with God has become my heart’s desire with prayer.


It’s easy to get caught up in thinking that prayer is formal and religious, but the Bible reminds us that, from creation, God has always desired to walk and talk with us. It makes me think about my relationship with my wife, Mallory, and how we are intentional about connecting just to talk about our day amid all the busyness of life. Those intentional moments are what help keep us close and strong. Some evenings we will take a walk in the park with the dogs to catch up, check in, and simply be together. I can imagine that was exactly God’s intent for His strolls through the garden to talk with Adam and Eve. It makes me realize that I have to be intentional with God in the same way.


As I learn more about prayer, I’m rediscovering that the God of the universe wants to have a conversation with me every single day. The God who formed me and breathed life into me also desires an intimate connection with me. He actually wants to hear from me about all the details of my life. I’m learning to lean into conversations with God and leave out the prayer formulas. I’m getting better about just talking to Him about everything. Sometimes it is as simple as, “I know you were there with me today, but that was a really hard moment. …” Or, “Can you believe how crazy today is, God?” I think He meant for us to pray like that.


These talks with God are often the best moments of my day. And every time I make that effort to speak with God, I’m amazed to find that He has been waiting for me all along to open my heart in prayer. The creation story reminds us that we were designed for intimacy with God, so I want to be as intentional about praying each day as He was about strolling through the garden with Adam and Eve.
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TODAY ’S PRAYER




Heavenly Father, help me to remember that You are here to walk with me and talk with me each day, just as You did with Adam and Eve in the garden. Remind me that You are ready to listen, even during the busyness and distractions of my day, and that You care about every detail of my life. Amen.





PRAYER PRACTICE




Take a few moments to go for a short walk and have an honest conversation with God. Remember, He is very close and desires to be part of every moment of your life. You don’t have to be formal, and you don’t have to use a religious formula when praying. Simply take time to discuss with Him what is actually going on in your life. Tell Him how you feel, what you’re worried about, whatever is on your mind! Think of it as an investment in your relationship with your heavenly Father.





PRAYER REFLECTIONS




	What does it mean to you to know that you are created in the image of God and that He desires a relationship with you?


	How often do you schedule specific time to have a conversation with God?


	What are the things that distract you from talking with God?


	How can you approach prayer as a conversation with God instead of following a religious formula?
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DAY 2


GOD HEARS US … EVEN WHEN WE DON’T HAVE THE WORDS


THE STORY:


READ EXODUS CHAPTER 2




During that long period, the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned in their slavery and cried out, and their cry for help because of their slavery went up to God. God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob. So God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them (Exodus 2:23–25)





THE PROMISE:


EVEN IN OUR GROANS AND CRIES, GOD IS THERE


One thing Moses is best known for is that he responded to God’s call and led Israel out of slavery—not an easy job. In my search to learn more about prayer, I’ve found myself resting in these very words of the Exodus story when the people groaned to God. Something about the way the people expressed their need to Him in such an inarticulate way moves me. It made me think of how we can experience tragedies or joys and not have the words to adequately express how we feel. The people of Israel were enslaved to a brutal empire, and the Bible says that God responded not to their words but to their groans and cries. I am so thankful I don’t have to pray the right words for God to hear the cries of my heart. Sometimes our prayers don’t even have to be formed into words. The Bible tells us that God hears His people when we turn our hearts toward Him, and He always responds to what is happening in our lives.


I haven’t experienced the pain of deep personal loss or tragedy, although I’ve walked alongside friends who have. I do know what it is like not to be able to speak words. Those days came to mind as I read about Israel’s groans. I went through a short time in my career when I lost my voice and wasn’t sure if it would return. I was told I wouldn’t be able to talk or sing for six months. For me, it was a time of challenges and of spiritual growth. But it also made me realize how much we all take for granted the luxury of expressing ourselves with words. After surgery on my vocal cords, I had to remain silent for several weeks. As a dad, I thought it was important to plan how I would communicate with my kids during this enforced silence. I had the brilliant idea to find an app on my phone that could read my words aloud to them. I’ll never forget the horror that came across my my daughter’s face when I typed “I love you, Penelope” into that app and a robotic voice read those words to her! She burst into tears and ran away, not understanding that I would get my voice back again.


I have friends who have gone through tragedy in their lives when there weren’t words enough to express their feelings. When I read about God’s faithful response in Exodus, it brought me hope to know that we serve a God who loves us so much and knows us so intimately that words are an accessory to our relationship with Him—He doesn’t need them. Having the knowledge that God knows my heart and the situation I’m in before I ever speak has had an impact on my prayer life.


That said, God knows your heartache, your pain, your grief, and your anxieties. He also knows your joy, your fulfillment, your peace, and your contentment. Maybe it’s worth considering that the words we use aren’t what’s most important. Maybe God simply responds to what is in our hearts. At this point in my journey, I believe that the words we use to pray are beautiful, but they aren’t necessary. Maybe it is time to sit quietly before God and know that no matter what season of life we are experiencing, He will hear and respond to the deepest needs and longings of our hearts.
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TODAY ’S PRAYER




Heavenly Father, may I remember that my heart is laid bare before You today. Even if I don’t have the words to pray, even if I cannot speak through the grief or the joy I am experiencing, You see me, You hear me. May I truly come to know that You love me and are concerned for every detail of my life. Amen.





PRAYER PRACTICE




What if today you simply practice prayer without words? Sit quietly before God and allow Him to search your heart. Take ten minutes from your day wherever you can find some peace and quiet and open your emotions to God. Laugh if you need to laugh. Cry if you need to cry. Know that the God who formed you in the womb knows the workings of your heart.





PRAYER REFLECTIONS




	Can you recall a time when you were so overwhelmed with emotion that you couldn’t speak?


	Have you been in a season of grief so intense that you couldn’t quite articulate it in words to God? Write about it. Ask Him to show you where He was in those times.


	Think of how a child cries out when they are in distress and parents run to them. Do you know that your heavenly Father does the exact same with you?


	Do you trust that God knows what you are going through and knows what you need without you explaining it to Him? Think about how freeing it can be to embrace the fact that God cares for you and is so close to you that He can respond to your “groaning.”
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DAY 3


PRAY FOR THE IMPOSSIBLE


THE STORY:


READ EXODUS CHAPTER 14




The Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea so that the waters may flow back over the Egyptians and their chariots and horsemen.” Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at daybreak the sea went back to its place. The Egyptians were fleeing toward it, and the Lord swept them into the sea. The water flowed back and covered the chariots and horsemen—the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed the Israelites into the sea. Not one of them survived. But the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water on their right and on their left. That day the Lord saved Israel from the hands of the Egyptians, and Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the shore (Exodus 14:26–30).
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