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SERIES PREFACE 

Our mission with the BIG TRUTH little books® series is 
to provide edifying, accessible literature for Christian 
readers from all walks of life. We understand that it is 
often difficult to find time to read good books. But we 
also understand that reading is a valuable means of 
spiritual growth. The answer? Get some really big truth 
into some little books. These books may be small, but 
each is full of Scripture, theological reflection, and 
pastoral insight. Our hope is that Christians young and 
old will benefit from these books as they grow in their 
knowledge of Christ through His Word.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cliff McManis, General Editor  
Derek Brown, Series Editor 
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INTRODUCTION: 
THREE SPIRITUAL 

DISCIPLINES 

This is a book about three spiritual disciplines: Bible 
reading, meditation, and prayer. While there are many 
books on the spiritual disciplines that discuss other 
important practices of the Christian life, I am focusing 
on these three because it is from these that all other 
fruit of our Christian practice finds its nourishment. In 
other words, every other spiritual discipline we might 
pursue will be guided, motivated, informed, and fueled 
by these three basic disciplines. By placing these three 
practices at the top of our list of spiritual priorities, we 
are honoring Christ’s words in John 15:5 when he tells 
us, “Apart from me you can do nothing.” It is only as 
we abide in Christ’s word and pray according to God’s 
will that we will bear much fruit (see John 15:1-7).  
 
 
 



Introduction 

2 

How We Grow    
One of my favorite roads is located in the San 
Francisco Bay area, in a quiet, densely wooded 
neighborhood called the Los Altos Hills. It is a road 
that my wife and kids and I have traveled together 
many times because it is the road to my in-laws house. 
Alongside the road, about three-quarters of the way up 
the hill, are small trees, some still held in place by 
sturdy wood sticks and twine. These little trees were 
introduced into the Hills a few years ago after a severe 
storm rolled through the area and uprooted a 
eucalyptus tree which subsequently fell upon and killed 
an unsuspecting cyclist. Only weeks after the cyclist 
was crushed by the tree, several of the eucalyptus trees 
in the area were pulled up and hauled away. After 
some months, new trees were planted where these 
large yet easily toppled trees once stood. 
 There is another road a few miles south of the 
Hills that I also consider a favorite: it is the road from 
San Jose to Gilroy. Along this road stand large, 
weathered, mature, stately oak trees. They have yet to 
see a storm that has intimidated them—they are oak 
trees. Unlike the newly planted trees in the Los Altos 
Hills, these trees have matured to a point where they 
can withstand any kind of weather: torrential 
downpours, gale-force winds and severe heat. And 
they do not need the protection of wood sticks and 
wire; their roots have grown deep into the soil and 
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anchor them into the ground; their trunks are wide and 
their limbs, thick. They are ready for anything. 
 On more than one occasion, as Amy and I have 
trekked through the Los Altos Hills, I have thought to 
myself how much these baby trees remind me of new 
Christians. They are small, vulnerable, and unable to 
withstand much of anything without the help of some 
external support. Their roots are shallow and their 
limbs are tender. They are not ready for birds to nest 
in their branches, and they are certainly not prepared 
for eager children to scurry up their trunks. Their 
business right now is not to provide wide shade cover 
for travelers, or homes for squirrels, or perches for 
birds; their business right now is to grow, so 
that someday they will be able to do what big trees do. 
 How do young, vulnerable, tender Christians 
grow, establish a healthy root system, and remain 
steadfast in the midst of storm and heat? Psalm 1 gives 
us insight into the dynamic of spiritual growth and the 
means of it.  

Blessed is the man who walks not in the 
counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way 
of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 
but his delight is in the law of the LORD, 
and on his law he meditates day and night. 
He is like a tree planted by streams of water 
that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf 
does not wither. In all that he does, he 
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prospers. The wicked are not so, but are like 
chaff that the wind drives away. Therefore 
the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 
nor sinners in the congregation of the 
righteous; for the LORD knows the way of 
the righteous, but the way of the wicked will 
perish (Ps 1:1-6). 

Do you see the connection between God’s Word and 
our spiritual growth and stability? It is the one who 
delights in the law of the Lord and meditates on it day 
and night who will remain well-nourished in dry 
seasons and yield good fruit over time. Scripture, 
therefore, is a non-negotiable means of our spiritual 
growth. Without it, we will wither and dry out. But 
prayer is essential as well.  
 It is no coincidence that the longest chapter in the 
Bible is a 176-verse prayer that savors the Word of God. 
Every single verse in Psalm 119 is about the Word of 
God; and every single verse in Psalm 119 is a prayer to 
God for help in understanding or keeping this Word.  

Blessed are those whose way is blameless, 
who walk in the law of the LORD! Blessed 
are those who keep his testimonies, who 
seek him with their whole heart, who also 
do no wrong, but walk in his ways! You 
have commanded your precepts to be kept 
diligently. Oh that my ways may be 
steadfast in keeping your statutes! Then I 
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shall not be put to shame, having my eyes 
fixed on all your commandments. I will 
praise you with an upright heart, when I 
learn your righteous rules (Ps 119:1-7). 

For centuries, believers have recognized that the 
foundational disciplines of their lives—those practices 
that breathe life into all their other Christian labors—
are Bible reading, meditation, and prayer. Without 
these, everything else is empty and lifeless. Consider, 
for example, these words from John Owen (1616-
1683). He viewed communion with God as the 
primary means by which Christians maintain their 
spiritual vitality and put sin to death. It is also by the 
neglect of these means that Christians quickly become 
ensnared in sin and their leaves begins to wither.  

You may sometimes see a tree flourishing 
with leaves and fruit, goodly and pleasant. 
After a while the leaves begin to decay, the 
fruit to wither, the whole to droop. Search, 
and you shall find the root, whereby it 
should draw in moisture and fatness from 
the earth to supply the body and branches 
with sap and juice for growth and fruit, hath 
received a wound, is some way perished, 
and doth not perform its duty, so that 
though the branches are flourishing a while 
with what they had received, their 
sustenance being intercepted they must 
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decay. So it is here. These duties of private 
communion with God [through meditation 
and prayer] are the means of receiving 
supplies of spiritual strength from him—of 
sap and fatness from Christ, the vine and 
olive. Whilst they do so, the conversation 
and course of obedience flourishes and is 
fruitful—all outward duties are cheerfully 
and regularly performed; but if there be a 
wound, a defect, a failing, in that which 
should first take in the spiritual radical 
moisture, that should be communicated 
unto the whole, the rest may for a season 
maintain their station and appearance, but 
after a while profession will wither, fruits 
will decay, and the whole ready to die.1 

Just like a tree will wither once it is no longer able to 
receive nourishment from the soil, so the Christian 
who fails to take in spiritual replenishment through 
communion with God will dry up and fall out of 
obedience. Granted, the tree and the Christian may 
appear to be doing fine after their source of 
nourishment has been cut off. But eventually, the 
fruit—or lack thereof—will reveal what is really going 
on inside. Owen concludes: “If once sin, by its deceits 
and treacheries, prevail to take off the soul from diligent 
attendance unto communion with God and constancy in 
these duties, it will not fail to effect a declining the 
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whole of man’s obedience.”2 As pastor and teacher 
John MacArthur has noted, “The faithful life is kept 
steady through means of the spiritual disciplines of 
study and prayer.”3 Communion with God through 
Scripture and prayer are disciplines of first importance.    
 In the following chapters, therefore, I want to 
help you think carefully about the disciplines of Bible 
reading, meditation, and prayer. In the first chapter we 
will examine the importance of spiritual discipline and 
how discipline relates to our affections. In chapters 2 
and 3, we will look specifically at the disciplines of 
Bible reading and meditation. In chapter 4, we will 
consider the discipline of prayer. In chapter 5, we will 
consider the practical issues of time-management and 
giving priority to these disciplines.  

One last point. While I’ve designated three basic 
disciplines in this introduction, we could say that 
meditation is simply a subset of Bible reading. As you 
read this book, therefore, you will find that I will 
occasionally refer Bible reading and meditation 
interchangeably when grouping these two related 
practices together with prayer.   
 We turn now to chapter 1 where will ponder the 
importance of spiritual discipline.   
   
 



 



 

 
 

1 
 

THE PRIORITY OF 
SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE 

“Good grief. Why must we talk about discipline when 
we are supposed to be talking about fellowship with 
God through His Word and prayer?” You might have 
asked this question as you came to this chapter or as 
you initially scanned the table of contents. 
“Communion with God in the Scripture and enjoying 
Him in prayer is supposed to be delight, not drudgery. 
To talk about discipline feels burdensome, restrictive, 
and demanding. Can’t I just skip this chapter?”  
 Don’t worry. I understand your concern. The 
topic of spiritual discipline is dangerous when it is not 
rightly understood, and you’re right: discipline can 
quickly become drudgery when it does not flow from a 
right motivation. If we pursue spiritual disciplines (like 
Bible reading, meditation, and prayer) in order to 
establish our right standing with God, then these 
spiritual disciplines will become legalistic and will kill 
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our souls. If we neglect our affections (i.e., our 
emotions) in the pursuit of personal discipline (“It 
doesn’t matter how I feel; I just need to read my 
Bible”), our hearts will likely become cold and our 
walk with the Lord merely routine.  
 First, therefore, before we proceed any further, we 
must say a word about the gospel before we move onto 
a discussion of the importance of spiritual discipline.  

Beginning with the Good News 
To truly benefit and grow from our practice of 
spiritual disciplines—even the most basic disciplines—
we must first be justified by faith alone in Christ alone. 
To be justified means to be “declared righteous” by 
God. Because we are sinful, we stand condemned 
before the bar of God’s law. God has created us and 
commanded us to love Him with all our heart, soul, 
mind, and strength and to love our neighbor as 
ourselves (Matt 22:37-39). And not just a little bit of 
love here and there, but perfectly at all times, in all 
places, without hesitation or competition.    
 But if we are honest about who we are, what we 
think about, and, most importantly, what we love, we 
would have to admit that we don’t love God like this, 
nor have we ever— not even for ten seconds. Yet, 
because God is just, He must punish any violation of 
His law. See, God’s law is not a collection of abstract 
rules; it is a reflection of God’s very nature and 
character. To sin against God’s law is to sin against 
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God Himself. To love something or someone more 
than God is to reject the loveliest Being in the 
universe. Every sin, therefore, is an act of cosmic 
treason.  
 Some of us more morally-minded folks might 
respond to this indictment by saying, “Alright, I 
understand that I am judged as a sinner before God’s 
law. But I will make up for it by obeying God’s law 
from this point on.” Indeed, you might even start 
ramping up your Bible reading and prayer in order to 
compensate for your guilty conscience.  
 The problem, however, is too deep to remedy 
with our rigorous attempts at obedience. Scripture tells 
us that our very natures are sinful and our hearts are, at 
their core, set against God. One way the Bible speaks 
of our dismal condition is by saying that we are in “the 
flesh,” and those in the flesh “cannot please God” 
(Rom 8:6). Although we might make attempts at 
keeping God’s law once we become aware of our 
sinfulness, the Bible tells us that it is actually 
impossible to keep God’s law when we are in this 
condition (Rom 8:7). We need a new heart.   
 But even if we could keep the law perfectly from 
this point onward (something that is still not attainable 
even for those with a new nature and the aid of the 
Holy Spirit, see 1 John 1:9), we could never atone (i.e., 
pay for) for the sins we have already committed. We 
would still stand condemned before God because we 
have sin upon our record that remains unpunished. We 
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are altogether unrighteous, and justice is unresolved. 
This is how the apostle Paul puts it: “None is 
righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one 
seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they 
have become worthless; no one does good, not even 
one.” (Rom 3:10-12). 
 So, forget all attempts at making yourself right 
with God. Cast overboard anything onto which you 
are holding that you believe makes you right with God 
and turn fully to Jesus Christ in repentant faith for the 
forgiveness of your sins. It is Christ alone in whom we 
find our right standing with God. Rather than 
justifying ourselves (declaring ourselves righteous) by 
our good works, we are to look to God to justify us 
(declare us righteous) because of what Christ has done 
on our behalf. If you are not justified freely by God’s 
grace, all the discipline in the world will not make your 
situation better with God; it will only aggravate your 
condemnation and enflame your sinful nature (see Col 
2:23).  

Disciplining Ourselves from  
Justification, Not For it 
What about legalism? Isn’t discipline simply a way of 
adding works to the free grace of the gospel? It could 
be. If we pursue discipline in order to establish our 
right standing with God, then yes, it is legalism. But if 
we pursue discipline from the status of free 
justification (Rom 4:5) and seek the Spirit to empower 
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our efforts, then discipline is not legalism or 
burdensome; it’s wise obedience to Scripture that 
actually leads to joy. 
 The true believer disciplines herself to be in the 
Bible because she loves to see and fellowship with 
Christ in his Word. The legalist disciplines herself to 
daily read the Bible so that she can exalt herself over 
others, impress God, and delight in her own 
willpower. Spirit-empowered self-discipline flows from 
a heart that is settled in the truth of justification: 
Christ’s perfect life and substitutionary atonement, not 
our disciplined Bible reading, are the grounds for our 
acceptance with God. With this truth firmly planted in 
our minds, we are ready to venture into the 
exhilarating—yes, exhilarating—realm of spiritual 
discipline. In the next chapter, we will discuss the 
priority of Bible reading and meditation. 
 Once we have embraced Christ alone by faith 
alone for our right standing with God, we are ready to 
talk about spiritual discipline. Now that we are in 
Christ, spiritual discipline is no longer a burdensome 
(yea, impossible) means of achieving right standing 
with God; it is an invigorating and exciting adventure 
in pursuit of greater holiness and fruitfulness for 
God’s glory and the blessing of others. 
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The Necessity of Discipline 
But why must we talk about the role of spiritual 
discipline in relation to fellowship with God in the 
Bible and in prayer? I will offer two primary reasons. 
 First, nothing of any significance has ever been 
accomplished without discipline. That’s true in both 
the physical and spiritual realm. Talented athletes who 
rely upon their natural athletic prowess and refuse to 
put in the work to develop their skills rarely find 
enduring or memorable success. Wealthy sons who 
take their financial status for granted instead of 
laboring to multiply their inherited wealth often stand 
as pathetic examples of privileged yet wasted lives. 
There have been great minds who have wasted their 
massive intellectual gifts because they simply would 
not discipline themselves to work hard.  
 Regarding this last kind of neglect, I am reminded 
of the following description of William Coleridge, an 
18th-century poet who, despite his literary gifts, fell far 
short of what many expected him to accomplish.  

Coleridge is the supreme tragedy of 
indiscipline. Never did so great a mind 
produce so little. He left Cambridge 
University to join the army; but he left the 
army because, in spite of all his erudition, 
he could not rub down a horse; he returned 
to Oxford and left without a degree. He 
began a paper called The Watchman which 
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lived for 10 numbers then died. It has been 
said of him: “He lost himself in visions of 
work to be done, that always remained to 
be done. Coleridge had every poetic gift but 
one—the gift of sustained and concentrated 
effort.” In his head and in his mind he had 
all kinds of books, as he said himself, 
“completed save for transcription.” “I am 
on the eve,” he says, “of sending to the 
press two octavo volumes.” But the books 
were never composed outside Coleridge’s 
mind, because he would not face the 
discipline of sitting down to write them out. 
No one ever reached any eminence, and no 
one having reached it, ever maintained it, 
without discipline.1  

Instead of multiplying and growing his incredible gifts, 
Coleridge squandered them through a lack of 
discipline. And we don’t need anyone to explain to us 
how tragic this kind of waste is; we all know intuitively 
that there is something deeply wrong with failing to 
make a return on one’s talents and resources. 
 
“Hard Work Beats Gifting” 
“Nine times out of ten,” a church history professor 
once told our seminary class, “hard work beats 
gifting.” The reason why those with a strong work 
ethic often outpace those with superior gifts is that the 
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latter often relies on his gifts and neglects the hard 
work necessary to hone his innate skill. As a result, 
these folks don’t make any long-term progress. 
Initially, those with superior talent run ahead of their 
colleagues with ease; but as the race continues, the one 
who had only marginal abilities but possessed an 
unrelenting work ethic eventually overtakes the 
naturally gifted person. 
 Scripture warns us often of the danger of 
squandering our gifts and resources through a lack of 
discipline. “The soul of the sluggard craves and craves, 
but the soul of the diligent is richly supplied” (Prov 
13:4). We might have great plans and dreams of 
spiritual growth and fruitfulness, but we will only crave 
success (not taste it) if we don’t discipline ourselves. 
We may long to dwell near to God, but if we are not 
willing to impose discipline on our daily lives and make 
Scripture and prayer a priority, we will find ourselves 
spiritually dry. But it’s even more serious than that. 

To Whom Much is Given 
Second, Jesus links the diligent use of our God-given 
resources (time, spiritual resources, financial assets, 
ministry opportunities, and so on) to saving faith. That 
is, it is the one who multiplies what he has been given 
who finally hears, “Well done, good and faithful 
servant” (Matt 25:21, 23). The one who squandered his 
time and resources won’t be merely scolded and 
forgiven; he will be assigned to eternal condemnation 



Fellowship with God 

17 

for his laziness (Matt 25:24-30). This is not to suggest 
that we earn our way to heaven by our hard work: 
justification is by faith alone, apart from works (Rom 
4:5). Rather, Jesus is teaching us that a person with 
true faith will diligently use the resources he has been 
given for the glory of God and the good of others. 
“To whom much is given, much will be required” 
(Luke 12:48). 
 When I ponder this last statement from Jesus, I 
am usually drawn to consider the massive—and I 
mean massive—amount of money, spiritual resources 
(books, video, audio, etc.), and discretionary time we 
have been given in America. In terms of the obligation 
to multiply our resources, we have been given more 
than any other people in this history of mankind. I 
shudder to think what the King will say to many of us 
on the Day of Judgment when he comes to take 
account of his investments. Much will be required. 

What is Discipline and  
What Keeps it Alive?  
But what is discipline? Discipline is simply the 
consistent application of focused, unyielding effort to 
fulfill a particular practice (or set of practices) in order 
to accomplish a specific goal. Maintaining a clear 
vision of what one is seeking to accomplish, therefore, 
is essential to the life of any given discipline. That is, in 
order to maintain our motivation to pursue our 
disciplines and make the necessary sacrifices in order 
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to prioritize them, we must keep our end goal always 
in view. 
 Your hope to clock a personal-best in your next 
10k is what will be what enables you to get up early, 
run your 30 miles a week, stretch regularly, and push 
aside sweets during your training months. Similarly, 
our desire to enjoy deep fellowship with Christ, grow 
in holiness, bear spiritual fruit, maintain our joy, and 
sharpen our ministry skills will, by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, fuel our efforts to discipline ourselves to 
read and meditate on Scripture and pray. 

All You Need is…Discipline? 
Personal discipline is vital to the Christian life, but it 
seems that a broad misunderstanding exists among 
Christians as to how personal discipline and heart 
affections relate to one another. Before we discuss 
spiritual disciplines, we need to consider the important 
question of how these disciplines relate to our 
affections. 
 On one side I’ve heard folks who give the idea 
that discipline is all that matters. That is, they’ve 
concluded that affections for God aren’t essential to 
the Christian life and that it is simply our duty to 
discipline ourselves to do the right thing even when we 
don’t feel like it (which we often won’t). 
 If we think this way, we may hold rigorously to 
the practice of Bible reading while neglecting our 
inward feelings and desires. As a result, our spiritual 
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lives may become lop-sided: daily Bible reading is in 
place, but pride flourishes because we are relying on 
our own willpower. Soon we exalt ourselves over our 
brothers and sisters who are unable to discipline 
themselves with such rigor. Sometimes, however, such 
wrong thinking about the dynamics between discipline 
and our affections will lead to no discipline at all 
because the idea of self-discipline without any 
reference to our emotions is wholly unattractive. 
 This approach to discipline is spiritually 
dangerous. As John Piper has argued for the past thirty 
years (persuasively, in my opinion), heart affection for 
God is not the icing on the cake of Christianity—an 
optional spiritual bonus we can take or leave. No: 
“salvation is the awakening of a new taste for God, or 
it is nothing”2 David Gibson says it this way: “How do 
you know that you know God? By listening to his 
words of delight and finding them pleasurable.”3 This 
means that genuine conversion consists in a change of 
desires or it is not true conversion (see Jer 31:31-33; 
Ezek 36:25-27; 1 Cor 16:22). 
 To go about our disciplines, therefore, without a 
concern for our hearts turns a supernatural religion 
that changes us in the depths of who we are (i.e., our 
desires) into a natural religion with manageable tasks 
that we can churn out with our own willpower and 
often contrary to how we are really feeling about God. 
“Oh, how easy it is to think we are what we ought to 
be when the emotions are made peripheral,” Piper 
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observes. “Mere thoughts and mere deeds are 
manageable by the carnal religious mind,” he 
continues. “But the emotions—they are the 
[weathervane] of the heart.”4 

 Frighteningly, it is possible to pursue a pattern of 
Bible reading for the purpose of atoning for the fact 
that deep down, we don’t really have a desire for God. 
Bible reading is a not a time of sweet fellowship, but a 
time of drudgery; a drudgery they are willing to endure 
in order to cover up what’s really going on inside and 
appease their restless conscience. “[T]hey cannot sin 
quietly,” John Owen reminds us about these kinds of 
people, “unless they perform duty constantly.”5 

 This is not the same as the person who has truly 
tasted of God’s grace and is presently wrestling 
through times of dryness, longing for God to revisit 
them (Psalm 42:1-4). This is someone who is using 
Bible reading as a religious ritual to compensate for an 
evil, unbelieving heart (Heb 3:12). If this is where 
we’re at, we cannot remain for another moment in this 
condition. If our love for God has grown cold or 
never been warmed, we need to cry out to the only 
One who can revive and renew us. The affections are 
vital (Prov 4:23). 

“I Just Want to Be Spontaneous!” 
On the other side you might hear people saying or 
implying that doing what is right is only Spirit-led if we 
feel like doing it; adding discipline takes away from the 
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“spiritual” nature of our obedience. Don Whitney 
explains this kind of approach to the spiritual 
disciplines. 

There are no shortcuts to Godliness. But 
the flesh broods for an easier way than 
through the Spiritual Disciplines. It 
protests, “Why can’t the Christian life be 
more extemporaneous and unstudied? All 
this talk of disciplining myself sounds 
legalistic and regimented and harder than I 
thought being like Christ should be. I just 
want to be spontaneous.”6 

In this case, Bible reading may be occasional and 
haphazard because there will often be distractions in 
our lives that will keep us from reading the Bible and, 
we must admit, there are times when we simply don’t 
feel like reading God’s Word. Pure spontaneity rarely 
leads to more Bible reading, deeper affections, or 
greater ministry fruitfulness. 
 Both of these approaches to discipline are 
inadequate. The first fails to reckon with the Bible’s 
clear emphasis on our affections (e.g., Ps 119:47; Rom 
12:11; 1 Cor 16:22); the second fails to reckon with the 
Bible’s call to discipline oneself and the reality that 
doing what is right will often be difficult (Matt 7:14; 1 
Cor 9:27; 1 Tim 4:7). How do we reconcile Scripture’s 
call to discipline ourselves and its call to care for our 
affections? We do so by seeing discipline, not as a 
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replacement for heart affections, but a means by which 
heart affections are stoked, stirred, and maintained. 
I say it is a “means” because our effort isn’t ultimately 
decisive. If only God can change us in the depths of 
who we are, then holy affections are, in the final 
analysis, a gift of grace. 

Applying Discipline to Fuel our Desires 
Our initial desires to fellowship with Christ, grow 
spiritually, and bear fruit in good works were given at 
our conversion and regeneration (Titus 3:3-7; cf. Jer 
31:31-34; Ezek 36:25-27). We now discipline ourselves 
so that we can fuel these holy desires and grow in 
them. Often, however, we may not feel like meeting 
with God in His Word. When this is the case, we 
confess this lack of desire as sin, receive His gracious 
forgiveness (1 John 1:9), ask our Father for renewed 
affection (“Incline my heart to your testimonies” – 
Psalm 119:36), and then do whatever it takes, by God’s 
grace, to put ourselves in the way of blessing. Often 
times this may mean getting up early, sacrificing some 
recreational activity, managing our time better, giving 
up a hobby, and so on. 
 What about spiritual spontaneity? It flows from 
discipline. Whitney comments, 

I have several friends who can improvise 
beautiful melodies on the keyboard or the 
guitar. But the only reason they can play so 
“spontaneously” is because they have spent 
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years in the disciplines of playing musical 
scales and other fundamental exercises. 
Jesus could live so spiritually “spontaneous” 
because He was in reality the most 
spiritually disciplined man who ever lived. 
Do nothing and you will live spontaneously. 
But if you desire effective spontaneity in the 
Christian life, it must be the fruit of a 
spiritually disciplined faith.7 

Yes, let’s pursue a life of spiritual spontaneity. We 
should be transformed in such a way that we 
experience fellowship with God and desires for 
unplanned worship, prayer, ministry to others, and 
Bible reading throughout the day. But these kinds of 
extemporaneous experiences flow most often from a 
consistent practice of the spiritual disciplines. 
 
Private Devotions, Public  
Obedience, and Joy 
Before we venture into the following chapters, 
however, we need to consider more fully the 
relationship between our so-called personal devotions 
and our obedience. As I’ve argued above, Scripture 
indicates that the relationship between our obedience 
and biblical meditation and prayer is like root and fruit. 
Communion with God provides spiritual nourishment 
(root) for our obedience to God (fruit). The pursuit of 
these three disciplines, however, should not be viewed 
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as antithetical to a full life of ministry and, at times, 
significant busyness for the sake of Christ. Indeed, 
they often go together.    
 In an excellent article entitled, “Can Busyness be a 
Key to Spirituality?” David Prince ponders whether or 
not we approach spiritual growth and our discussions 
about personal devotions too individualistically. When 
we think of spiritual growth, we tend to think about it 
mainly in terms of solitude, private devotions, and 
quietness. Church history, however, seems to show us 
a different approach to spirituality.8 

 Prince appeals the example of Andrew Fuller—an 
18th century Baptist minister who was responsible for 
co-founding the Baptist Missionary Society—who 
admitted that his busyness in ministry was actually a 
key means of promoting his spiritual joy as he poured 
out his life for the sake of Christ and missions. Writing 
about this specific aspect of Fuller’s life, Peter J. 
Morden notes, “Such activity [promoting and 
defending the Baptist Ministry Society] led to great joy. 
In the years following 1792 Fuller had never been 
happier, discovering his involvement in the Mission 
was a means of ‘reviving his soul.’”9 As Fuller gave 
himself in the service of the gospel, he found that his 
tendency toward introspection dissipated and his 
struggles over the assurance of his salvation largely 
abated.   
 Reflecting on Fuller’s own writings as well as 
Mordon’s article, Prince comments,  
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We almost always think about spirituality in 
terms of reflection that strengthens us and 
is ultimately lived out. We almost never 
think of the inverse reality: activity in the 
cause of Christ that, when lived out and 
reflected upon, strengthens us. It was 
Fuller’s focus on personal solitude, private 
devotion, and an individualistic pursuit of 
spirituality that was inhibiting his assurance 
and delight in the gospel. It was his 
busyness in a cause that he knew was 
biblically right that reoriented his thinking 
and reclaimed joy in his personal devotion.10  

The danger in pondering personal spiritual disciplines 
like Bible reading, meditation, and prayer, is that they 
can very quickly become self-centered. It’s all about my 
quiet time, my Bible reading, my devotions. But Prince 
observes a remedy for this drift toward self-
centeredness. “Often,” Prince continues, “it is the 
action of living out the implications of the gospel that 
feeds our soul and ensures that our quiet time 
spirituality is not self-centered but Christ-centered and 
gospel-focused.”11 In other words, personal devotions 
and practical obedience enjoy a reciprocal relationship 
where each helps maintain the other. “The pattern of 
teaching we see in in Jesus’s instruction involves both 
missional activity that leads to reflection and gospel 
reflection that is lived out in the real world. Learning 
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to walk in line with the gospel involves a reciprocal 
relationship of reflecting and doing.”12 

 Prince’s comments certainly resonate with a 
biblical overtone. Jesus said that we will experience 
fellowship with Him and the Father as we do what He 
has commanded: “As the Father has loved me, so have 
I loved you. Abide in my love. If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I 
have kept my Father's commandments and abide in his 
love” (John 15:9-10). It is no wonder that the most 
joyful of men was an apostle who poured out his life 
for the glory of Christ and the spiritual benefit of 
others (Acts 13:52; 2 Cor 1:24, 3). Scripture also tells 
us that personal study of the Bible is enhanced by our 
obedience: “I understand more than the aged, for I 
keep your precepts” (Ps 119:100). According to this 
verse, the Psalmist enjoyed deeper understanding of 
the Scripture (and of God) as a direct result of his 
obedience to that very Scripture.       
 There are several other examples in church history 
that confirm Prince’s contention that there is a link 
between joy and giving one’s life over to serving others 
for Christ’s sake. John Owen, whom I quoted above, is 
another example. During his life, Owen was a pastor, a 
prolific writer, a vice-chancellor, and was heavily 
involved in England’s politics in his attempt to infuse a 
biblical worldview into the minds of its leaders. He 
was an incredibly busy man in the work of the ministry. 
Nevertheless, he cultivated close communion with 
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God in the midst of his great responsibilities through 
meditation and prayer. Owen didn’t forsake meditation 
and prayer in the course of obedience, nor did he 
become consumed with his own quiet time at the 
expense of vital ministry.  
 The key, then, is not to view our Bible reading, 
meditation, and prayer as an escape from the world 
and our responsibilities to serve our families, our 
neighbors, and share the gospel. Rather, these times 
alone with God are meant to refresh our hearts and 
equip us to re-enter the fray.  
 Now that we have discussed the place of 
discipline and the balance between personal devotion 
and public ministry, we are now ready to look 
specifically into the spiritual discipline of Bible reading 
and meditation.   
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BIBLE READING 

In his little book, Make Your Bed: Little Things that Can 
Change Your Life…And Maybe the World, former 
Navy SEAL and Admiral William H. McRaven offers 
his readers ten pieces of hard-earned wisdom, each 
culled from the rigors of life as one of the U. S. 
military’s most elite soldiers. Making one’s bed first 
thing in the morning, McRaven suggests, is a discipline 
that sets the tone for the rest of the day. Why? Because 
“sometimes the simple act of making your bed can 
give you the lift you need to start your day and provide 
you the satisfaction to end it right.”1 By beginning the 
day with a task completed, we establish a pattern that 
will enable us to accomplish larger tasks during the 
day. 
 This is sound advice, and I am happy to receive it 
as a gift of common grace. But there is another 
discipline that is infinitely more important when it 
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comes to setting the tone for our day, even if our bed 
remains slightly disheveled. 

Why Must We Make Bible Reading a Priority? 
When we talk about the discipline of Bible reading and 
meditation, the first question we need to ask is why we 
should make this practice such a priority. The most 
important reason is that the Bible is the place where 
God reveals Himself (see 1 Sam 3:21). In order to 
behold the glory of Christ and fellowship with our 
God, we must meet Him in his Word. 
 But what about Bible reading and its relationship 
to prayer? Is one more important than the other? We 
will talk about prayer specifically in chapter four; 
suffice it to say here that it is probably not wise to 
draw such a dichotomy between these three 
disciplines. Asking the question the way I did above 
actually presents a false choice.  
 Nevertheless, it is helpful to understand the 
dynamics at work between our Scripture reading and 
our prayer life. We are unable to pray rightly without 
feeding on Scripture (Matt 4:4; Matt 6:7-15), but we 
must pray for God to feed us and open our eyes to 
Scripture (Ps 119:18). So, I would say these three 
disciplines go together, but Scripture must have a 
logical priority. That is, we must both pray and be in 
the Word, but if we are not in the Word, it is likely we 
won’t pray. And if we do continue to pray while 
neglecting Scripture, it will be uninformed prayer that 
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centers on our desires and our thoughts rather than 
God’s desires and God’s thoughts.  
 Consider Jesus’ warning before He teaches His 
disciples (with his Word) how to pray:  

And when you pray, do not heap up empty 
phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think 
that they will be heard for their many 
words. Do not be like them, for your Father 
knows what you need before you ask him. 
Pray then like this…” (Matt 6:7-9; emphasis 
added).  

Also, if we continue to pray without Scripture, it may 
increasingly become the case that we are unable to 
pray with faith, for true faith is only sustained by the 
Word of God (Rom 10:17). These comments are not 
meant to downplay the role of prayer. Indeed, prayer is 
one of the primary means of fellowship with our 
Creator. However, when it comes to our communion 
with God there seems to be a logical and intrinsic 
priority to the Bible because (1) the words of Scripture 
are what brought us into relationship with God and 
enabled us to call out to Him for salvation in the first 
place (Rom 10:17); (2) Scripture teaches how to pray 
(e.g., Ps 119; Matt 6:6-15); (3) Scripture kindles our 
affections for God; (4) the Bible is God’s infallible 
Word; prayer is our fallible response to this Word. 
 There are countless incentives presented in 
Scripture for why we should make it our priority to 
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read it. When the words of Scripture are received into 
a believing heart, they provide us with the Holy Spirit 
(Gal 3:5), create life (John 6:63), give hope (Rom 15:4), 
expose our sin (Heb 4:12), strengthen our faith (Rom 
10:17), guard us from spiritual danger (Prov 2:1-22), 
reveal the glory of Christ (2 Cor 4:1-6; Eph 1:17-18; 
3:1-6), prepare us for useful ministry (2 Tim 3:16-17), 
revive and encourage our souls (Ps 19:7), give us 
wisdom (Ps 19:7), supply us with joy (Ps 19:8), and 
give us freedom (John 8:32), to name only a few 
benefits. Like the Psalmist we should long to mine 
these treasures from God’s Word (Ps 19:10-11). 
 
Receiving the Word through  
Personal Bible Reading 
There are many ways we might receive God’s Word. 
One of the primary ways God has ordained that we 
receive the Word is through the Lord’s day sermon. 
This is a vital means by which we receive the Word, 
and we must not neglect it. There is something 
particularly powerful about preaching that facilitates 
spiritual conviction and growth, and our personal time 
in God’s Word should not be viewed as a replacement 
of the Sunday morning sermon, but as natural 
supplement to it. Another way we hear the Word is 
through corporate Bible studies. Both of these are 
legitimate, even vital, means of receiving God’s Word. 
In this chapter, however, I am focusing on the practice 
of personal Bible reading. 



Fellowship with God 

33 

 At this point, I want to offer you what I’ve found 
to be a tremendous encouragement in this task of 
Bible reading. You might be intimidated by the 
prospect of regular Bible reading because you think 
you need formal training in biblical studies and 
interpretation in order to understand Scripture. And 
while it is true that God has given us teachers to help 
us safely and effectively navigate His Word, it is also 
true that the best interpreters of the Bible are simply 
the best readers. 
 To say that the best Bible interpreters are the best 
Bible readers means that the basic skill that must be 
constantly exercised and honed in biblical 
interpretation is the skill of reading. Isn’t that 
encouraging? If we want to know what a text says and 
what it means, we must read the text. In his recent 
book on the discipline of Bible reading, John Piper 
helpfully notes, 

I will say in a nutshell here that I do not 
intend to discuss the different guidelines for 
reading different kinds of writing in the 
Bible, such as narrative, proverb, parable, 
poetry, and many more….My approach is 
based on the simple observation that before 
anyone can discern from a text what kind of 
writing it is, one must be reading. Which 
means that there are important general 
strategies of reading that take place before 
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you can let a certain kind of writing 
determine how you read….Most of what I 
have seen in Scripture has come not from 
learning rules for each kind of writing, but 
rather from the more basic discipline of 
looking hard at what is really there.2 

We will be wise to remain teachable and seek to learn 
from the best Bible teachers (Prov 9:9; 10:17; 12:15; 
Eph 4:12). And rightly handling the text of Scripture 
with sound principles of interpretation is vital. But 
above all, we must read if we want to understand and 
profit from Scripture.  

Are We Commanded to Read the  
Bible Every Day? 
Before we talk specifically about the practical aspects 
of Bible reading, we also want to ask: Are we 
commanded to read the Bible every day? This is an 
important question. We want to avoid legalism and the 
addition of man-made commands even when it comes 
to something as important at reading Scripture. 
 Personally, I don’t see daily Bible reading as a 
direct command for at least three reasons. One, I am 
unable to locate an explicit command in Scripture for 
Christians to read the Bible every day. Two, not every 
believer in church history has had access to a Bible or 
even been able to read. It seems foolish to conclude 
that these Christians in the past were in sin, or those in 
places where Scripture is currently scarce and illiteracy 
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common are walking in sin because they presently 
have no way of reading the Bible every day. Three, 
there are Christians who are seriously ill and unable to 
read the Bible every day. It seems cruel and 
unnecessary to require that they read their Bibles every 
day. (Indeed, rather than chiding these dear Christians, 
better to find some time to read the Bible to them). 
 But for those of us who can read and do have 
access to Bibles, I believe Scripture would strongly 
encourage us to make Bible reading a daily priority for 
the following reasons. 

(1)  The Immense Benefit We Derive From It . Given 
the essential place the Word of God is 
meant to have in our lives and the massive 
benefits derived from spending time in it 
(see above), it seems natural that we would 
not only desire to read Scripture but that we 
would discipline ourselves to be regularly in 
it. 

(2)  Our Need for Daily Spiritual Food. Scripture is 
our spiritual sustenance (Matt 4:4). We need 
to eat every day, so it makes sense that we 
need to feed spiritually every day. Yes, we 
can go for a few days without eating, but 
when we do, we eventually become 
physically weak, less alert, and less able to 
attend to our daily tasks. Similarly, we can 
go without spiritual food for a time, but we 
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will soon grow weak in our ability to 
effectively fend off sin, walk in the Spirit, 
and minister well to others. 

(3)  Our Need to be Equipped for Battle. We know 
how easy it is to drift from faith in and 
obedience to the Lord and how quickly the 
influence of the world can infiltrate our 
spiritual defenses. We need constant 
refreshing and re-equipping for the battle 
(see Eph 6:10-17). In order to prepare for a 
full day on the front lines, we need to daily 
gather new stores of supplies and clean and 
recalibrate our weapons. 

(4)  The Example of the Old Testament King. In 
Deut 17:19-20, we learn that Israel’s future 
king was responsible to (a) have an 
authorized copy of the law, and (b) read it 
every day. This daily reading would enable 
the king to keep the law and keep his heart 
from becoming proud toward his 
countrymen. In other words, daily Bible 
reading helped the king to obey the Lord 
and remain humble. Although this was a 
command for the king of Israel (and not 
specifically for New Testament saints), I 
think we can derive valuable instruction 
from it. 
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(5)  It Helps Us with Meditation. We are expected 
to regularly meditate upon the Word of 
God. Daily reading aids us in keeping this 
command (see Ps 1:2; 119:15, 23, 27, 48, 
78). We can read slowly and meditate as we 
read, or we can memorize what we are 
reading in order to meditate later. 

(6)  Bibles Are a Precious Gift and a Serious 
Stewardship. I occasionally hear the following 
implicit objection for why we shouldn’t 
trouble ourselves to daily read the Bible: “It 
is only relatively recently that people have 
owned individual copies of Scripture. 
Because the early church and nearly all 
Christians prior to the Reformation did not 
have personal copies of the Bible, we 
shouldn’t feel compelled to read the Bible 
every day.” I believe this line of reasoning 
helps us to see that daily Bible reading 
shouldn’t be viewed as a divine command, 
as I noted above. But to use such reasoning 
to help people feel better for neglecting 
their Bibles is like telling a cancer patient 
they shouldn’t feel bad for ignoring current 
medical treatment because folks in the 
1800s weren’t as fortunate. Full copies of 
canonical Scripture are a precious gift from 
the Lord, and we must make use of this gift. 
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“To whom much is given, much will be 
required” (Luke 12:48). 

(7)   We Will Be Better Prepared for When We Won’t 
Have Our Bibles. There may come a time 
when we won’t have such easy access to 
Scripture. Due to persecution and 
imprisonment, we may someday find 
ourselves without a Bible in our hands. I 
tremble at this possibility, but I don’t think 
this is the wild-eyed speculation of a 
religious conspiracy theorist. We know that 
persecution is promised in the New 
Testament (John 15:20; 2 Tim 3:12); how 
that persecution occurs in our individual 
lives is something only the Lord knows. For 
some, their experience of persecution won’t 
include having their Bible taken from them. 
For others, it might. Best to prepare well 
now. 

So, while we aren’t commanded explicitly to read our 
Bibles every day, I think Scripture on the whole would 
say that it’s a really, really good idea. In light of the 
stewardship we’ve been given, we certainly don’t want 
to be found guilty of neglecting our Bibles.  
 So far we’ve seen that spiritual discipline is 
essential to our spiritual growth and that discipline is 
not a burdensome alternative to spiritual spontaneity, 
but is actually a means to it. We’ve also seen why Bible 
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reading should be a priority in our lives. In this 
chapter, I want to offer you a few ideas to help you 
build Scripture reading and meditation into your 
regular routine. 

Come to Scripture with the Right Attitude 
The first item of business when we come to the Bible 
is to approach it with the right heart posture. God 
won’t yield the riches of His truth to those who are 
harboring known rebellion in their hearts or who are 
only willing to give Scripture the most effortless skim. 
John Feinberg explains:  

But giving Scripture only a cursory reading, 
or reading it with a resistant frame of mind 
won’t likely result in finding answers to our 
problems. Is the problem with Scripture? 
Not at all, for if we read anything that 
intends to answer our problems with such 
negative attitude, we won’t likely find other 
answers useful either. Scripture will do you 
little good if you read little of it, read it with 
a disengaged mind, read it with a resistant 
or skeptical attitude, or read it thinking that 
Scripture must solve your problems 
immediately or it is useless.3 

Bible reading is not a magic ritual that will bestow 
blessing upon us for just going through some quick, 
mindless motion. While it is true that God uses His 
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Word to expose our sinful attitudes, it is equally true 
that nursing a sinful attitude as we read Scripture will 
insulate our heart from receiving the spiritual benefits 
God desires to provide us in His Word.   

Set Aside Time, and Pray for God’s Help to 
Establish a Severe Discipline. 
Why must Bible reading become a severe discipline? 
Because Scripture offers such spiritual power and 
spiritual benefit that our flesh, the world, and the 
spiritual forces of darkness will seek to keep us from 
being in it. Nearly every time I’ve personally heard of a 
Christian’s spiritual downfall or apostasy, I’ve learned 
that their scandalous sin or departure from the faith 
was precipitated by a neglect of personal time with the 
Lord. They did not treat the twin disciplines of Bible 
reading and prayer as matters of life and death. We 
can’t make the same mistake. Bible reading is a severe 
discipline like a soldier embedded in an active war 
zone makes cleaning and checking his rifle and scope a 
severe discipline. Neglect it often enough, and you’ll 
probably end up dead. 
 In other words, remaining in the Scripture is a 
necessity. That is, if we neglect the Bible, we are failing 
to feed ourselves spiritually. “Man does not live on 
bread alone, but on every word that comes from the 
mouth of God” (Matt 4:4).  
 We might object and say, “I am always compelled 
by physical hunger to eat, but I am not always 
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compelled by spiritual hunger to feed on Scripture. I 
don’t have to make eating a severe discipline; it just 
happens.” True enough. But we have to consider the 
fact that it often takes discipline to eat well and to eat 
healthily. Some people get so wrapped up in their work 
or school that they fail to eat regularly or eat a 
balanced diet.  
 Actually, there is potential to feed spiritually all 
day long because we are constantly barraged with 
truth/worldview/religious claims during the entire 
course of our day (from television, friends, billboards, 
coffee cups, Netflix, blogs, etc.). To feed ourselves 
healthy spiritual food (from the Bible) requires a severe 
discipline in the same way that feeding ourselves with 
healthy physical food requires care and attention and a 
willingness to say no to certain foods in order to say 
yes to food that is better for us. We should not 
conclude, however, that “severe” implies that we are 
only applying our own will power. The pursuit of any 
discipline—particularly this vitally important 
discipline—is always empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
Indeed, discipline is a form of self-control, which is a 
fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:23).     

Don’t Overwhelm Yourself 
It is important to follow the last bit of counsel with 
this qualification: don’t overwhelm yourself. Once 
we’ve been encouraged to discipline ourselves for the 
purpose of spiritual growth and fellowship with Christ, 
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we may be tempted, in our zeal, to cast off the 
restraint of wisdom and load ourselves with unrealistic 
disciplines. “I now see clearly the significance of 
spiritual discipline,” we say to ourselves. “I am going 
to read my Bible and pray two hours every morning 
before work.” No, you’re not. Or, at least not for very 
long—especially if you haven’t been regularly reading 
and praying up much to that point.  
 Instead, we should do what is reasonable and 
what works best for us in our present situation. Be 
willing to make sacrifices, but also ask God for 
wisdom to rightly assess your circumstances. The 
spiritual disciplines of Bible intake, prayer, worship, 
and ministry are vital, but they are not the only things 
we should be doing. Better to start small and maintain 
consistency than to begin with grand plans that never 
make it past the first week. 

Do What Works for You 
In the first several years of my life as a Christian, I 
often found myself stymied into inaction because I 
couldn’t decide how to structure my devotional time. 
Some folks I knew read three chapters in the Bible, 
prayed, then read a devotional-type book. Others 
would read ten chapters in the Bible and pray. Others 
would pray, then read a couple chapters, then pray 
again. Some would go for fifteen minutes; others for 
an hour. What should I do?  
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 Since then, I’ve encountered Christians who 
complain of a similar struggle. The best advice I’ve 
received and the advice I pass on to others is this: Do 
what works best for you. This counsel is not intended 
to give you an excuse to spend the least amount of 
time possible in the Word and in prayer. Rather, it is to 
release you from the confinement of a particular 
structure so that you can create a routine that fits with 
your particular circumstances. 
 The next few items, then, are merely suggestions. 
I am throwing out ideas across the grid of your life. 
Keep what works; toss what doesn’t. Ask God for 
wisdom. 

Find a Specific Location 
I’ve found it helpful to set aside a specific place for 
prayer and Bible reading. Often the location is in my 
study at my desk. This place is furnished with my 
Bible, some devotional books, my journal, pens, and 
pencils. When I come into this place in the early 
morning, I am reminded that this is where I take time 
specifically to think upon the Lord, read His Word, 
and pray to him. There’s nothing inherently sacred 
about a location, and we should be ready to pray at any 
time at any place (see John 4:23; 1 Thess 5:17). But 
establishing a specific place for Bible reading and 
prayer time with the Lord helps me maintain these 
disciplines. 
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Occasionally Change your Location 
for Refreshment 
Nevertheless, although it has proved useful to me over 
the years to have one primary place for Bible reading 
and prayer, I’ve also found it helpful to change my 
location now and again for the sake of refreshment. 
It’s amazing what a simple move to the living room or 
family room can do to reinvigorate my Bible reading 
and prayer time. Walking outdoors for a time of prayer 
and meditation is also a good idea.    

Have “One” Bible 
This suggestion may sound like the pleadings of a man 
stuck in the glory days of physical books and bound 
copies of Scripture. Nevertheless, I think there are still 
advantages to owning and using a physical Bible. One 
advantage that has proved itself to me over and over is 
being able to really “know” a particular Bible. Over the 
past couple decades I’ve owned many Bibles. There 
are presently over twenty Bibles on a bookshelf near 
my desk! But during this same time, I’ve only had four 
primary Bibles. About four years ago I purchased the 
one I currently use. As I have been reading and 
studying this Bible over the past few years, I’ve 
become very familiar with it: I can scan through 
portions of Scripture in my mind and I can “see” 
where certain verses and passages are on a given page. 
Memorization seems to be easier, and the ability to 
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locate texts when I can’t remember the reference is 
enhanced. 
 I don’t think the digital Bible will ever be able to 
provide the reader with a full visual breadth of 
Scripture like physical Bibles can. I can thumb through 
my Bible, meandering from book to book, refreshing 
my mind with large swaths of Scripture—from 
Genesis to 2 Kings to Malachi to Matthew to Romans 
to Revelation. I’m not reading every word, but I am 
seeing these texts and being reminded of their content 
as I flow from book to book. I am unaware of a digital 
format that is presently able to replicate this 
experience.  
 My encouragement to you is to have one Bible 
that you use most of the time. Yes, by all means take 
advantage of the digital resources at your disposal (see 
my next suggestion), but I think you will find both 
intellectual and spiritual benefit in getting to know that 
particular Bible really well.    
 
Occasionally Read from Different Bible  
Formats and Versions 
Yet, I also think it is spiritually profitable and 
intellectually stimulating to read from other Bible 
versions and formats. Therefore, I will occasionally dip 
into other physical Bibles or Bibles a digital device for 
my daily reading. I may supplement my ESV by pulling 
out my NASB for a while, or I might pull out my ESV 
Readers Bible for a time to see the text afresh without 
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verses, chapter titles, or subheadings. These occasional 
changes can, like several of these other suggestions, 
help keep our minds refreshed. 

Be Alone with God 
Given your living situation, you may find it difficult to 
get alone with God. Children may be afoot, or 
roommates may be sleeping or studying in the same 
room with you. Nevertheless, it is important, even in 
these situations, to get alone with God. This may 
require that you ask your roommate not to bother you 
for the next twenty minutes, or to have your children 
play by themselves for a period of time while you meet 
with the Lord. Husbands, make sure that you are 
providing your wife with time to be in the Word and 
prayer by caring for the children while she is alone 
with the Savior. 

Pray While You Read 
Although I am going to discuss prayer specifically in a 
subsequent chapter, both disciplines—prayer and Bible 
reading—are meant to go together. While we read the 
Bible, we should pray for open eyes (Ps 119:10) and 
for understanding (Ps 119:27; 34; 110). We should pray 
that God would teach us His Word (Ps 119:12, 26, 29, 
33, 64); and that our heart would be inclined to it (Ps 
119:36). We can use the Scripture to prompt us to pray 
for others and for ourselves. We can turn to the 
Psalms if we need to confess sin (Ps 51) or if we need 
to lament our present circumstances (Ps 6). Prayer 
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should begin our Bible-reading time and be the natural 
fruit of it. 

Consider a Bible Reading Plan 
In the case of Bible reading plans, I believe it is best to 
know yourself and be aware of what works for you. If 
you’ve never read through the Bible then I would 
encourage you to use a Bible reading plan. You may 
find it difficult to make your way through the entire 
Bible without the accountability of a Bible-reading 
plan, or you may simply need help with keeping track 
of where you’re at. 
 Personally, I’ve read through the Bible more than 
once, so I don’t use a Bible reading plan anymore. I 
read every day, some days I read ten chapters, some 
days, five, some days, three, and some days, one. On 
the whole, however, I am able to read each day 
without a Bible reading plan, and I am continuing to 
make my way through the entire Bible. If this isn’t you 
and you need a plan, then use one.4 

Read in Several Places in the Bible 
When it comes to choosing a plan or deciding how 
you will read through the Bible, I recommend that you 
read in several different places throughout both 
testaments. For example, I presently have six different 
book marks in six different sections of the Bible: (1) 
the Pentateuch; (2) the historical books; (3) the 
wisdom books; (4) the Prophets; (5) the Gospels and 
Acts; and (6) the Epistles. I usually try to read one or 
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two chapters from each of these sections. By 
constantly reading in different places, my mind is 
refreshed and motivated to make progress. It is 
helpful, for example, to be able to look forward to the 
Psalms when I am in the middle of 1 Chronicles 1:1-
9:44. 

Use an Audio Bible 
Finally, it may be helpful to use an audio Bible along 
with your regular Bible reading. If you have a 
smartphone, it is relatively easy and inexpensive to 
have an audio version of Scripture with you at all times 
(the ESV Bible app has an audio feature built in, and 
it’s free!). Listening to an audio version the Bible helps 
us see new things in God’s Word, to pay attention to 
the text in a fresh way and we are helped with 
memorization. 
 
Study Scripture in the Context  
of the Local Church 
While this book is specifically about our personal 
spiritual disciplines, but we would be missing a 
fundamental component of this personal discipline if 
sealed it off from the life of the corporate church. 
Those who attempt to read and study the Bible 
without maintaining a vital connection with a local 
Bible-teaching congregation will find it easy to drift 
into theological error. “Whoever isolates himself seeks 
his own desire; he breaks out against all sound 
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judgment” (Prov 18:1). By neglecting the church in 
favor of personal religion, these folks are cutting 
themselves off from God’s ordained means of 
doctrinal and spiritual protection. Through the local 
church we learn how to better read, study, and apply 
the Bible.   
 In this chapter I’ve sought to help you see the 
importance of regular Bible reading. I’ve also sought to 
provide you with a few practical ideas to help you 
make progress in your discipline. In the next chapter, 
we now turn to consider specifically the discipline of 
biblical meditation. 
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MEDITATION 

So far we’ve learned that spending time in Scripture 
must become a priority—a severe discipline—in our 
lives. We’ve also considered a few practical ways to 
make that happen. But we will keep ourselves from 
much blessing if we halt our discussion at the 
discipline of reading and don’t talk about the discipline 
of meditation. 
 The moment I mention the word meditation, 
however, it is possible that you are immediately drawn 
to images of people sitting in the Lotus Position: eyes 
closed, legs crossed, with palms up on one’s knees, 
with the thumb and middle finger on each hand 
slightly touching. That’s because our culture is 
fascinated with eastern-style meditation, and, most 
recently, something called “Mindfulness” (although 
mindfulness experts do not all insist on one specific 
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kind of posture, even though they would say posture is 
important). 

What Biblical Meditation is Not 
Eastern-style meditation is generally characterized by 
the use of repeated mantras, the constant act of 
releasing one’s “bad” or “harmful” thoughts or the 
clearing of one’s mind of any “thinking” whatsoever. 
Mindfulness is not meditation per se, but is usually 
achieved through a kind of meditation that focuses on 
controlled breathing and fixing all of one’s 
concentration on the “now” of one’s experience. 
“Mindfulness is the basic human ability to be fully 
present, aware of where we are and what we’re doing, 
and not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s 
going on around us.”1 According to Ellen J. Langer, 
author of Mindfulness, the practice of mindfulness is a 
remedy for nearly all that ills our society.2 Mindfulness 
is viewed by many today as the secret key to health and 
happiness.3 

 It is not an exaggeration to say that biblical 
meditation is almost completely antithetical to the 
brand of meditation described above. First, we know 
that biblical meditation doesn’t include the use of 
repeated mantras, for Christ himself tells us to not 
multiply thoughtless words in our fellowship with God 
(Matt 6:7). Second, biblical meditation is best 
understood, not as mind-emptying, but mind-filling; 
not thought removal, but thought replacement. Nor is 
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biblical meditation mere “mindfulness.” While it is 
useful to remind people to train their minds to focus 
on their present experience rather than constantly 
yielding to the distractions and diversions of personal 
technology, such instruction is not sufficient for the 
practice of Christian spiritual disciplines. Without the 
instruction of God’s Word, our act of being “fully 
present” may leave us vulnerable to deceitful spirits 
(Eph 6:12); and our endeavor to not be “overly 
reactive or overwhelmed” will merely be an act of our 
will, unguided and unprotected by divine wisdom. 
 Finally, the effectiveness of biblical meditation is 
not dependent on a certain kind of posture. In fact, it’s 
not dependent on posture at all. You can meditate on 
your bed (Ps 63:6), or you can meditate in the midst of 
your preparations for battle (Josh 1:8). You can 
meditate day and night, not matter what you are doing 
(Ps 1:1-6) 

What Biblical Meditation Is 
Meditation, very simply, is ruminating on, thinking 
over, and pondering God (Ps 63:6), His works (Ps 
72:12; 119:27, 148; 145:3, 5), and His Word (Ps 1:1-6; 
119:15, 23, 48, 78). In Hebrew, the word for 
meditation literally means to mumble to oneself, 
speaking to oneself audibly or in one’s heart. But it is 
not a mindless activity or the repetition of a mantra. 
Biblically, to meditate means to ponder, consider, 
chew on, and mull over the Word of God. Biblical 
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meditation is full of content, not void of it; it is 
thoughtful, not thoughtless. 

Why is Biblical Meditation So Important? 
The central reason why meditation is vital in the life of 
the believer is that meditation is the bridge between 
knowledge and obedience (Josh 1:8; Ps 119:98-100). 
How many of us have our minds filled with a broad 
knowledge of biblical truth, but have remained, for the 
most part, superficial and spiritually immature because 
we don’t allow the truth to go deep into our hearts 
through meditation? 
 Meditation is how the Word of Christ dwells in us 
richly (Col 3:16a) which leads to a life of joy and 
gratitude (Col 3:16b), of universal obedience (Col 3:17) 
and of being filled with the Spirit (Eph 5:15-17; cf. Col 
3:16). Meditation, according to John Owen, is one of 
only two disciplines (prayer being the other) that have 
“a special tendency towards the ruin of the law of 
sin.”4 As Maurice Roberts wisely observed years ago, 

It is not the busy skimming over religious 
books or the careless hastening through 
religious duties which makes for a strong 
Christian faith. Rather, it is unhurried 
meditation on gospel truths and the 
exposing of our minds to these truths that 
yields the fruit of sanctified character.5 
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Meditation plants the truth of God’s Word deep into 
our souls so that we are genuinely changed and 
enabled to walk in faith and obedience. I am willing to 
risk exaggeration at this point by saying that the 
primary reason most Christians plateau in their 
spiritual growth is for lack of true meditation. Install 
meditation firmly into your arsenal of spiritual 
disciplines, and you will do much to promote intimacy 
with Christ, spiritual maturity, and wisdom in your life. 

How Can I Meditate on God’s Word? 
If meditation is so important, how do I make it 
happen? Here are a few practical suggestions to help 
you establish this important discipline. 

(1) Read less (if necessary) to meditate more. Donald 
Whitney offers this advice: “If you could 
not possibly add more time to your 
devotional schedule for meditating on your 
Scripture reading, read less in order to have 
some unhurried time for meditation.”6 It is 
important to keep in mind for our practice 
of meditation that quality of reflection is 
more important than quantity of 
information. While it is useful to have a 
broad knowledge of the Word of God (see 
chapter 2), we want to make sure that we 
are pursuing a deep understanding rather 
than mere acquaintance with the biblical 
text. It is the seed that is planted deep in 
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good soil that will produce fruit; that which 
lies near the surface may spring up with 
some light emotional response, but it won’t 
bring forth the crop of mature character. 
Meditation helps plant God’s Word deep 
into our hearts.  

(2) Make observations and ask questions about the 
text. One of the best and simplest ways to 
meditate on Scripture is to observe what’s 
there and ask questions about the text as 
you seek to understand the author’s 
meaning. Observe and ask questions about 
the words used, connections between 
sentences, the flow of the narrative or 
argument, and specific points of 
application. This last point is crucial 
because we want to be doers of the Word, 
not mere hearers (James 1:22).  

 Some of us may have slowed in our 
spiritual growth because we’ve imbibed the 
faulty notion that it is wrong to ask questions 
about Scripture. We don’t go deep into 
Scripture because we think there is 
something irreverent about asking questions 
about the Word of God. Yes, there is a 
wrong way to ask questions about the Bible. 
But there is also a right way. The wrong way 
is to ask questions as a skeptic attempting to 
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locate errors or contradictions in God’s 
Word. The right way is to ask questions in 
the attempt to unearth the meaning of the 
text for the sake of obedience. These are 
not the clever questions of a cynic, but the 
sincere questions of a child looking to his 
daddy for real answers to his inquiries. 
Often, as we will see in the next suggestion, 
it is useful to use a pen and paper to make 
observations and ask questions.   

(3) Meditate for a while on a single verse. You might 
find it spiritually nourishing to choose one 
verse (e.g., John 14:6; Rom 4:5), write it 
down on a sheet of paper, and think about 
that verse over the course of days and 
weeks, writing down observations, 
questions, and points of application on that 
same sheet of paper or on another sheet of 
paper. During the course of the week, you 
might take a couple one-hour sessions to 
simply sit with that verse and think over it. 
It is amazing how much we grow from 
spending much time—like several hours—
over one verse. 

 Several years ago, I took a high school 
youth group through the book of Proverbs. 
Soon after we started our study into the 
book of Proverbs, I gave the students an 
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assignment. I told them to find one verse 
from the Proverbs, write it on a regular-size 
sheet of paper, set the paper on their desk 
or nightstand—somewhere they would see 
it every day—and begin the practice of 
meditating on that one piece of Scripture, 
day and night. Then, as they turn the 
Scripture over and over in their minds, they 
were to write down their thoughts, 
observations, questions, cross references, 
illustrations, and the ways they were 
applying the verse. At the end of the 
summer, we would gather and share the 
fruit of our meditations. 
 The reason I gave this assignment is 
because I have enjoyed the fruit of this 
process in my own life. I have found that 
meditating on a single verse for days, weeks, 
even months, causes that truth to find its 
way deep into my heart and, inevitably, into 
my life. A friend of mine and I also used 
this practice in college. One day my friend, 
with hope and joy in his voice, said to me, 
“I finally feel like I am applying the 
Scripture.” I could say the same thing in my 
experience.  
 My friend and I were attending an 
excellent Bible college while attending a 
great church, so we were constantly 
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receiving deep, biblically-saturated teaching. 
While the opportunity to attend such an 
excellent college was certainly a blessing, we 
got somewhat frustrated, however, because 
we didn’t feel like we were spending 
extended time on any particular section of 
Scripture. At church we would hear from 
the Gospel of Luke in the morning, then 
from the book of Genesis at night, then we 
would learn theology proper and Greek in 
the classroom, while hearing chapel 
messages on the attributes of God and 
Christian living. As a result, our minds and 
hearts, while being exposed to much 
wonderful truth, were not landing for any 
length of time on any one truth. 
 But thank God for Howard Hendricks. 
In his helpful book on personal Bible study 
and interpretation, Living by the Book,7 
Hendricks encourages his readers to sit for 
a while with a single verse, writing down 
observations, insights, and questions. This 
approach to Bible study was reaffirmed by 
one of my favorite Bible professors who 
would exhort us to sit down with a piece of 
Scripture for a few hours. Go on a walk and 
meditate on that verse. Come back and 
write down more observations and 
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questions. Just get let that verse soak into 
your soul! 

(4) Keep a journal. Does the Bible command us 
to keep a journal? No. But for many of us, 
a journal is a useful tool in the practice of 
meditation. Why? Because writing in a 
journal helps you exercise sustained 
thought over the Scripture, which allows 
you to ask and answer questions, 
synthesize this particular text with other 
biblical texts, all of which enables you to 
better apply the truth, solidify your 
convictions, and deepen your affections. 
 

(5) Memorize Scripture. Finally, make it a priority 
to memorize Scripture. Memorization is 
the way we follow the Psalmist’s example 
when he confessed to God, “I have stored 
up your word in my heart, that I may not 
sin against you” (Ps 119:11). Memorization 
is vital because it enables you to meditate 
throughout the day when you are unable to 
sit down at your desk or write in your 
journal.  

In the next chapter we will talk specifically about the 
spiritual discipline of prayer. 
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PRAYER  

Like our study of the spiritual disciplines of Bible 
reading and meditation, we must first establish a 
strong theological foundation upon which to build our 
practice of prayer. Without good theology, our 
disciplines will soon lose their vitality and our 
motivation will quickly vanish. So, why is prayer so 
important? 

(1) Because God exists and we have a relationship 
with Him through Jesus Christ. The 
foundational reason we pray is because 
God exists. He is really there (Gen 1:1; 
Ex 3:14; Rom 1:20; Heb 11:6). And 
we’ve been brought into a relationship 
with God through the atonement of His 
Son Jesus Christ—the living Savior. We 
have fellowship and relationship with 
the one true God (1 John 1:1-3). Prayer, 
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at its most basic, is the natural response 
to such a relationship—like breathing is 
to a newborn child. 

(2) Because we are wholly dependent upon God. 
Prayer is the life breath of the believer 
because we are truly dependent upon 
God for all things: physical provision 
and health, spiritual sight and affections, 
physical and spiritual deliverance, 
strength, wisdom, perseverance, and 
faith (John 15:5; Rom 11:36). Almost 
immediately into our journey of faith we 
realized that we are travelers prone to 
weakness, confusion, and exhaustion. 
We are patients with a severe illness 
who are in need of constant attention 
from our heavenly Physician. We are 
soldiers in need of wartime resources. 
We are wholly dependent upon God, so 
we pray without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17). 

Prayer is the natural response of a heart that knows 
God and knows its desperate situation. That is why we 
see God’s people throughout Scripture characterized 
by prayer. Throughout the Scripture, God’s people are 
people of prayer. 

• Abraham (Gen 20:17) 
• Isaac (Gen 25:21) 
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• Moses (Ex 8:30; Num 11:2; 21:7; Deut 9:26; Ps 
90) 

• Manoah (Judg 13:8-9) 
• Hannah (1 Sam 1:10ff.) 
• Samuel (1 Sam 7:5; 1 Sam 12:23) 
• David (2 Sam 7:20-29; Ps 4:1ff; 5:1ff.; 6:9; 

54:2) 
• Solomon (1 Kings 8:12ff) 
• Elijah (1 Kings 8:36) 
• Ezra (Ezra 9:6ff) 
• Nehemiah (Neh 1:5ff.; 2:4) 
• Job (Job 42:10) 
• Hezekiah (Isa 37:15; 38:2) 
• Jeremiah (Jer 32:17ff.) 
• Jonah (Jonah 2:7-10) 
• Habakkuk (Hab 3:1ff.) 
• Daniel (Dan 6:10; 9:1ff.) 
• The Psalmists (Ps 116:4; 118:25; 119:1-176) 
• Anna (Luke 2:37) 
• Jesus (Matt 26:36; Mark 6:46; Luke 5:16; 6:12; 

9:28; John 17) 
• Paul (Acts 20:36; 21:5; 27:29; 28:8; Phil 1:3-11; 

Col 1:3-12) 
• Peter (Acts 9:40; 10:9) 
• John (3 John 1:2; see Acts 4:31) 
• The apostles and early Christians (Acts 1:12; 

2:42) 
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If God is Sovereign, Why Pray? 
But you might find yourself wondering why we should 
pray at all if God is sovereign over his creation and 
doesn’t need our prayers. This is a legitimate question 
because it is right to acknowledge the glorious truth 
that God is eternally satisfied in the fellowship of the 
Trinity (Matt 28:19; Acts 17:24-25; 2 Cor 13:14). He 
does not need his creation to fulfill any deficiency in 
His Being, which means he does not need us. Also, we 
must embrace the truth that God has exhaustive 
knowledge of all things and is meticulously sovereign 
over His creation (see Daniel 4:34-35; Isa 40:13-14; 
Eph 1:11). Therefore, God does not need us to pray in 
order provide Him knowledge that He does not 
otherwise have. God’s knowledge is boundless (Ps 
147:5). He knows the intricacies of our bodies (Ps 
139:6) and our inmost desires (1 Chron 28:9). 

So, again: why pray? 
First, it is important to understand that prayer is 

not merely the asking for things (provision, fulfilling of 
desires, help in times of trouble, etc.); it is first and 
foremost a means of fellowship with our Creator! We 
have a relationship with God. Think of that! We can 
speak with the Creator of the universe, and He hears 
us (Heb 4:14-16). God desires for us to come to Him 
in prayer because He loves us and cares for us (see 1 
Pet 5:7; Phil 4:6-7). Jesus Himself acknowledged that 
God knows of all our necessities before we even ask 
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Him (Matt 6:8) just prior to teaching His disciples how 
to pray (Matt 6:9-13)! 
 Second, although God knows all things 
exhaustively (which means he has ordained all things 
exhaustively), He has designed the world in such a way 
that our prayers are one of the means by which He 
carries out his purposes. Listen to this helpful word 
from Bruce Ware on this connection between prayer 
and God’s sovereignty. 

In a word, the relation of divine sovereignty 
and prayer is participation. Being the 
sovereign God that he is, God simply is in 
no need of our participation with him in 
accomplishing his work….Let’s take the call 
of God to missions as an example….must 
God call some to serve as missionaries in 
order for others to hear the gospel and be 
saved?….The answer seems to be yes and 
no simultaneously, but in different senses. 
In light of God’s design that the lost hear 
the gospel and missionaries go and preach, 
yes, God must call some as missionaries for 
this work to be done; but in the sense that 
God could have chosen a different 
mechanism to get the gospel to lost people, 
no, it is not necessary in an absolute sense 
for God to call missionaries for people to 
be saved….he could accomplish this task in 
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a multitude of ways. He could write it in the 
sky, or proclaim it from a heavenly 
loudspeaker….Although God is fully 
capable of “doing it on his own,” 
nonetheless, he enlists his people to join 
him in the work that is his, and his alone 
ultimately. And one chief means that he 
employs for our participation with him in 
this work is prayer.1  

Ware then provides five ways prayer functions as a 
tool “designed by God to enlist our participation in his 
work.” (1) Prayer is sometimes a necessary means to 
accomplishing the ends God has ordained (see James 
5:14-15). (2) Prayer reshapes our minds and hearts 
around God’s will (Matt 6:10). (3) We participate with 
God by praying for God’s grace in the lives of others 
(see Col 1:9-12). (4) Prayer enables us to become more 
fully aware of what God is doing so that we can praise 
Him for it. (5) Prayer is a means of our own 
sanctification, as we grow through seemingly 
unanswered prayer (see 2 Cor 12:7-10).2 

Can’t We Just Pray “Whenever We Feel Like It?” 
As we’ve noted earlier, our Christian lives should be 
characterized by spiritual spontaneity. But without 
times of set-aside, disciplined prayer, we probably 
won’t experience much spontaneity, nor will we likely 
pray for others with any consistency. Personal 
discipline, then, is a means of loving our neighbor 
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(Matt 22:39; 1 John 4:20), for without intentionality 
and sacrifice, we will be taken up mainly with our own 
immediate concerns and cares to the neglect of the 
interests of others (see Phil 2:3-5). 
 There are many things which we should give to 
prayer—the health of our church, the salvation of 
family and friends, our government leaders, missions 
and the global advance of the gospel, the ministry of 
our pastors—and if we don’t impose some discipline 
into our prayer life, we will rarely, if ever, pray for 
these things. 

How Should We Pray? 
It is encouraging to know that we are not the first of 
Jesus’ disciples to ask this question. It is even more 
encouraging to know that the Lord Himself has given 
us a straightforward answer to this question. We will 
look specifically at the elements of the Lord's prayer in 
Matthew 6:9-13 in a moment. Before we do, we need 
to say a word about how to understand Jesus' 
instruction on prayer in this text. 
 Most importantly, Jesus does not intend us to 
slavishly follow the exact use form of these words; nor 
does He intend to teach us that we must pray this way 
every time we pray. Rather, we are being taught to 
include these vital elements in our prayers and to use 
these elements to order the priorities of our prayers. I 
take the Lord's prayer as instruction to inform our 
private, set-aside times for prayer, not as a set of rules 
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to be strictly followed every time we breathe out a plea 
to God. 
 I believe that Jesus does not intend us to follow 
the form of these words or pray exactly like this every 
time we pray for the following four reasons. First, 
Jesus warns us against using rote and thoughtless 
repetition in Matt 6:7: “And when you pray, do not 
heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they 
think that they will be heard for their many words.”  
 Second, it is most likely that the Gospels provide 
us with two separate occasions when Jesus spoke to 
His disciples on how to pray (Matt 6:9-13; Luke 11:1-
4). The slight differences in these two teachings 
indicate that the exact form of the words is not the 
issue, but the meaning and priority behind them. 
 Third, Scripture is replete with examples of 
prayer, and not many of them follow the exact words 
or even the structure of the Lord's prayer. There are 
many times when we will pray spontaneously and 
without much planning or prolonged thought, and 
God commands this kind of prayer. “Call upon me in 
the day of trouble and I will answer you and you will 
honor me” (Ps 50:15). David prayed this way: “Incline 
your ear to me; rescue me speedily! Be a rock of refuge 
for me, a strong fortress to save me” (Ps 31:2)! Finally, 
Paul often describes his prayers in his letters, and they 
don’t appear to follow the exact form or structure of 
the Lord’s prayer (see Eph 1:16-23; Phil 1:9-11). The 
point of Jesus' teaching here is to help us order our 
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times of set-aside, “closet” prayer (see Matt 6:6) in a 
way that values the priorities that Jesus outlines in His 
instruction. 

Help from the Lord's Prayer 
In order to mold our hearts into and frame our prayers 
according to God's will, it will be helpful to look at 
each statement in Jesus’ teaching on prayer. Notice 
that Jesus' design in this prayer is to rivet our attention 
on God and His desires before we start talking to God 
about ourselves and our desires. 

“Our Father…” We first come to God as our 
Father who loves us and who has made us 
His child through Jesus Christ. He is no 
longer our judge (Rom 5:1). He now invites 
us to fellowship with Him, enjoy Him, and 
to ask freely from His infinite abundance 
(Heb 4:14-16). 

“…Who is in heaven…” But our familial 
warmth is balanced by our recognition that 
God is holy, transcendent, infinite, and 
sovereign. He is our Father, yes, but He is 
also the God of the universe. But this reality 
shouldn’t produce reluctance; it should 
promote reverence. 

“…hallowed be your name…” What does it 
mean when we ask God to make His name 



Prayer 

70 

“hallowed?” We are simply asking God to 
do what He set out to do by creating the 
universe: make His name great (Ps 19:1). As 
it turns out, this prayer is not only God-
centered, it has a direct effect on our joy, 
for believers love to see their God glorified. 
Isaiah once proclaimed, “Your name and 
your remembrance are the desire of our 
souls” (Is 26:8). To see God exalted is the 
heartbeat of the believer, and our prayers 
will rightly reflect this desire.   

“…Your kingdom come…” Similarly, if the 
saints’ greatest joy is to see God's name 
revered and loved throughout the world, it 
is our joy to see God's kingdom 
consummated here on earth. Jesus calls us 
to infuse our prayers with a deep sense of 
history’s end and a longing for the final 
reign of God to be established on earth.    

“…Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven…” Pray that God’s will would be 
increasingly fulfilled on earth, the same way 
that it is in heaven, where there is perfect 
fulfillment of His will of desire. This kind of 
prayer may often cause grief and joy: grief 
because God's Word is so easily cast aside 
by the world (Ps 119:136); joy because we 
know there is coming a day when the will of 
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God will be the sinless pursuit of all people 
created in His image and recreated in 
Christ. To pray this way really is to pray for 
God’s kingdom to come, for it is only then 
that God’s holy will of desire will be carried 
out by His people at every point of 
obedience.  

“…Give us this day our daily bread…” Jesus 
also teaches us to recognize our dependence 
on God for our daily physical provision. In 
our current state of unparalleled abundance 
in America, we may find it difficult to 
acknowledge our utter dependence upon 
God for our daily needs. Nevertheless, 
Jesus teaches us to ask God—with 
authenticity—to daily supply us with our 
necessities. Despite our present abundance, 
I believe it is still possible to grasp some 
notion of our dependence upon God. 
Think of it for a moment. In order to 
sustain your ability to earn a living, God 
must keep ten thousand variables in place: 
the greater economy, your present 
employer’s financial solvency, international 
markets, your skill and personal capacity to 
fulfill your role at work, and your personal 
health (which involves another massive set 
of variables), are all pieces of an 
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incomprehensible puzzle that must fit just 
so in order for you to earn your living. Pray 
for your daily bread. 

“…and forgive us our trespasses…” While it is 
true that we have been judicially forgiven of 
our sins, it is also the case that in our 
relationship with God, we must regularly 
confess the sins we commit against our 
Father and receive His forgiveness in 
Christ. When we do, we are promised that 
we find spiritual cleansing and renewal from 
our heavenly Father (1 John 1:9). 

“…as we forgive those who trespass against us…” 
It is vital to our prayer lives that we do not 
store up bitterness toward others. Why? 
Because, when we allow unrighteous anger 
to pulse unchecked throughout hearts, God 
will not hear our prayers. Such a pattern ma 
even indicate that we have yet to know 
God’s forgiveness (see Matt 6:14). In this 
verse, Christ is calling us to come to God in 
prayer with a good conscience (Heb 10:22). 

“…and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 
from evil.” Finally, we must recognize our 
dependence on God for spiritual 
deliverance and pray that God would keep 
us from temptation. We are weak and needy 
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and liable to fall into sin. If God would 
remove His protection, we would fall into a 
thousand sins and snares. 

How to Pray for Other Believers 
Praying for God's name to be hallowed among the 
nations, for His will to be done on earth, and for His 
kingdom to come will include praying specifically for 
the spiritual growth of Christians and the salvation of 
unbelievers. Paul is a wonderful example of both. 
 Paul's prayers were saturated in Christ-centered 
concern for other Christians. He prayed that believers 
would clearly behold the glory of spiritual realities with 
the eyes of their hearts (Eph 1:18-21). He prayed that 
believers would experience deep, heart-changing 
fellowship with God (Eph 3:14-21). He prayed that 
Christians would grow in their love for one another 
(Phil 1:9), have a sure grasp of God's will (Phil 1:10; 
Col 1:9), possess spiritual wisdom and strength (Col 
1:9, 11), be rich in good works (2 Thess 2:11) and 
consistent in bearing fruit (Phil 1:11; Col 1:10). He 
wanted other believers to grow in their knowledge of 
God and please the Lord in every area of their lives 
(Col 1:10). 
 Paul also prayed diligently for the salvation of 
unbelievers. Given the deep anguish that Paul felt for 
his unbelieving kinfolk, we can be sure that Paul 
prayed diligently for them and for all the lost. Listen to 
these words from the apostle: 
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I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not 
lying; my conscience bears me witness in 
the Holy Spirit—that I have great sorrow 
and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I 
could wish that I myself were accursed and 
cut off from Christ for the sake of my 
brothers, my kinsmen according to the 
flesh....Brothers, my heart's desire and 
prayer to God for them is that they may be 
saved (Rom 9:1-3, 10:1). 

Paul's prayers, then, become an excellent example to 
us as to how we should pray for our other brothers 
and sisters in Christ as well as the unbelieving world. 

More Instruction on Prayer 
But Scripture has more to say about prayer. Given 
space limitations, I will only list other texts that speak 
directly to our responsibility to pray. 

• Pray for your enemies and those who 
persecute you (Matt 5:44). 

• Pray for the Lord to send evangelistic laborers 
into the harvest (Matt 9:38). 

• Pray for the success of the gospel (2 Thess 
3:1). 

• Pray for perseverance in the faith (Matt 24:20; 
Luke 21:36). 
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• Pray to be protected from temptation (Matt 
26:41). 

• Pray in response to anxiety (Phil 4:6-7). 

• Pray for your spiritual leaders (see also Col 4:2 
Thess 3:1-2; Heb 13:18; 1 Cor 1:11; 1 Thess 
5:25).3 

• Pray for you national leaders (1 Tim 2:1ff). 

• Pray for the spiritual prosperity of all 
Christians (Eph 6:18; Col 1:9). 

• Pray for those who are persecuted and 
imprisoned (Phil 1:19). 

• Pray in thanksgiving for legitimate earthly 
enjoyments (1 Tim 4:1-5). 

• Pray when you're suffering (James 5:13). 

• Pray for God to heal others when they are 
suffering (James 5:14).  

In all of these endeavors to pray, Jesus encourages us 
to never give up praying. He spoke parables that were 
intended specifically to steel our perseverance in prayer 
(Luke 18:1ff). Elsewhere, we are told to “keep asking, 
keep seeking, keep knocking (Matt 7:7; Luke 11:9). 
The apostle Paul exhorts us to pray without ceasing (1 
Thess 5:17 ; Rom 12:12; Eph 6:18; Col 4:2). 



Prayer 

76 

 Importantly, Jesus tells us often that we are to 
pray “in faith.” When we pray in faith we believe that 
(1) God hears us in Christ (John 14:13); and (2) He 
loves to answer prayer that is in accordance with His 
will (Matt 7:11; 21:22 Mark 11:24). Praying in faith 
honors God (Heb 11:6) and facilitates our own 
spiritual stability (James 1:6). Praying “in faith” is what 
Paul means when he exhorts us to always pray in the 
Spirit (Eph 6:18; Jude 20).   
 
Practical Helps for Prayer 
As we bring this chapter to a close, I would like to end 
with a few practical ideas to aid you in developing a 
more consistent and fruitful prayer life.  
 

(1)  Intertwine prayer and Bible reading. This is a 
time of fellowship with the living God. Pray 
before you read Scripture for eyes to see 
and a heart that is inclined to God’s Word 
(Ps 119:18). Pray these things as you read. 
Pray for understanding. Allow Scripture to 
kindle prayer in your heart and to guide into 
prayer as you read. 
 

(2)  Create a simple, easily-accessible prayer list. One 
way of keeping your prayer time well-
ordered is to write a few prompts down in a 
place that is easy to access, like in a journal, 
notebook, or on your smart phone or 
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computer. You might organize your prayers 
by days of the week. For example, on 
Mondays you pray for your church family 
(easy to remember since you were just with 
your church yesterday); Tuesday could be 
for your work; Wednesday could be 
missions since Wednesday and world begin 
with “w.” Thursday could be for your 
neighborhood. Friday could be family day, 
Saturday is the day you pray for the 
salvation of your friends and family. Sunday 
could be the day you pray for your church’s 
ministries and specifically for the church 
service.  
 

(3)  Record some prayers in a journal. You might 
find it helpful to record some of your 
prayers in a journal. Recording our prayers 
in a journal helps us to concentrate our 
heart and mind on God and His priorities. 
Writing some of our prayers in a journal 
also creates a lasting record of our prayers 
to which we can return and see how God 
has answered those prayers over time.  

  
(4)  Use fixed prayers for help. Sometimes it is 

simply difficult to pray. When this is the 
case, I turn to the Psalms. The book of 
Psalms is God’s inspired prayer and praise 
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book. He has also given us the piety of 
others to guide us. The Valley of Vision,4 for 
example, is a collection of Puritan prayers 
that are always theologically rich and 
devotionally helpful. When you are stuck 
and you don’t know how to pray, turn to 
fixed prayers in the Psalms and elsewhere. 
 

(5)  Cultivate the habit of making prayer the first 
motion of your soul. When you need help, 
when you are thankful for something, or 
when you are anxious about something, 
seek to make prayer the first impulse of 
your heart. Paul’s instruction to “pray 
without ceasing,” includes times of set-aside 
prayer and spontaneous prayer for help in 
difficult situations. As the old hymn 
observes, “Oh what peace we often forfeit 
of what needless pain we bear, all because 
we do not carry everything to God in 
prayer.”5 

 
(6)  Pray outside. When you think of prayer, you 

may naturally think of praying in your 
bedroom, in your office, at the kitchen 
table, or somewhere else in your home. 
That’s fine. Jesus assumes that some of our 
prayers would be indoors when he instructs 
us to “go into our room and shut the door 
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and pray to your Father who is in secret” 
(Matt 6:6). Nevertheless, Jesus’ instruction 
here isn’t mainly concerned about where one 
prays (indoors as opposed to outdoors), but 
the motives behind our prayers. We are not 
to be like the religious hypocrites who labor 
for the reward of being seen by others when 
they pray. Rather, disciples of Jesus are to 
seek the prize of private fellowship with 
God as they pray. This may mean we need 
to pray indoors, but it doesn’t necessarily 
require it. Also, the reason why we know 
that Jesus wasn’t restricting His disciples to 
pray indoors is because He goes on within 
just a few verses to instruct His disciples on 
how to pray as they were gathered outdoors.6 
Furthermore, many of the prayers of the 
Old Testament were written with reference 
to the outdoors.  
 

Psalm 8:3-4: When I look at your 
heavens, the work of your fingers, the 
moon and the stars, which you have set 
in place, what is man that you are 
mindful of him, and the son of man that 
you care for him? 
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Psalm 19:1: The heavens declare the 
glory of God, and the sky above 
proclaims his handiwork. 

 
Psalm 121:1: I lift up my eyes to the 
hills. From where does my help come? 

 
Several other prayers were most likely 
offered to God in the outdoors (see Ex 
15:1-18; 32:1-43; Judg 5:1-31; 1 Chron 16:8-
36). The reason why I suggest that you pray 
outdoors is because looking upon God’s 
glorious sky and sun and hills and 
mountains and stars tends to encourage our 
prayers as we behold God’s glory and 
majesty in His creation. I am regularly 
refreshed spiritually by simply stepping 
outside for a few moments at night, looking 
up at the stars, and talking to my infinite 
Creator and Father.   
   

(7)  Write down and use a list of biblical principles on 
prayer. You may also find it useful to have a 
sheet nearby that reminds you of basic 
biblical principles for prayer so that you 
train your heart and mind to pray according 
to God’s will (1 John 3:21-23; 5:14-15).  
Personally, I recommend John Piper’s 
book, When I Don’t Desire God, in which he 
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provides a helpful list of “prayer principles” 
that will help you maintain your focus on 
God’s priorities for our prayers.7  
 

(8)  Join in corporate prayer with others in your local 
church. While this book is primarily about 
our personal spiritual disciplines, we also 
need allow our private devotions to find 
expression in public forms of worship and 
fellowship. When Jesus warns against 
praying for the sake of being seen by others, 
He is not condemning public prayer; He is 
denouncing prideful motives. A healthy 
personal devotional life will express itself in 
and find encouragement from joining with 
other Christians for prayer (Acts 2:42).   

 
Prayer is a vital component to our walk with Christ. In 
this chapter I’ve sought to help you grasp its 
importance as well as provide you some practical ideas 
to help you cultivate a pattern of fruitful and God-
centered prayer. In the final chapter, I will encourage 
you to make these basic disciplines a priority in your 
life by showing you that you have all the time you need 
for biblical meditation and prayer.    



 



 

 
 

 
5 
 

MAKING TIME FOR 
FELLOWSHIP WITH GOD 

It is hard to disagree with the idea that biblical 
reading, meditation, and prayer should be integral 
parts of a Christian’s life. Practically, however, some 
of us stumble over the time factor involved in these 
disciplines. That is, given our busy schedules, we have 
come to conclude we simply don’t have time for 
Scripture and prayer. In this chapter, I want to 
convince you otherwise. God has given us all the time 
we need to accomplish what He calls us to 
accomplish in the way He desires us to accomplish it.  

You Really Do Have Time 
In terms of the importance of Bible reading and 
prayer, perhaps you agree with what I’ve said in the 
last few chapters, but you still can’t see how it’s 
possible to set aside regular time for these three 
spiritual disciplines. For those of you who are, at a 
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practical level, still a little incredulous, allow me to 
speak mathematically for a moment. 
 If you think you don’t have time for regular Bible 
reading, meditation, and prayer, consider the 
following chart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

I’ve allowed a total of sixty-five hours for your work 
(time at work and your commute) and given you eight 
hours of sleep a night. You have a little over an hour-
and-a-half each day for meals and for getting ready 
for the day. You have about forty minutes a day, six 
days a week, to get some exercise, and seven total 
hours for corporate worship and fellowship. You also 
have fourteen hours a week for family time, friends, 
or other miscellaneous activities. That leaves you with 
an “extra” ten hours a week. Perhaps you only work 
fifty hours a week. Well, now you’ve got a 
discretionary twenty hours a week. 
 Granted, this chart reflects the schedule of one 
whose work is outside the home, but a mommy could 
fit her own categories into this chart and find a similar 

168 Total Hours in a Week 
-56 Sleep 
-12 Meals/Getting Ready 
-60 Work 
  -5 Commute 
  -4 Exercise 
  -5 Sunday Church 
  -2 Midweek Fellowship 
-14 Family/Friends/Ministry 
  10 “Extra” Hours Per Week 
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result (besides, it is the husband’s job to make sure his 
wife has time alone in the Word and in prayer). My 
point is simply to show you that you do, in fact, have 
time during the week to devote to the Lord in biblical 
reading, meditation, and prayer. 

First Things First 
But framing it the way I just did with the above chart 
is actually a little backward. We’ve noted in the last 
few chapters that spending time alone with God in 
His Word and in prayer is vital to the health of our 
spiritual lives. When we think of “all the things we 
need to do” during the course of our week, the 
spiritual disciplines of prayer and the Word should 
already be on the list. John Owen is right when he 
reminds us: “It is certain that God gives us time 
enough for all that he requires of us.”1 If it is essential 
for our Christian life, God will ensure that we have 
time for it. 
 By and large, I think many of us need to slow 
down. We need to recapture the health-giving practice 
of slow, patient, biblical meditation so that our roots 
might grow deep and the trees of our life, strong. 
Consider these words from nineteenth century pastor, 
Charles Bridges:  

There is, however, a wide difference 
between what appears upon the surface, 
and what a thoughtful mind and a 
prayerful spirit will open from the inner 
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Scripture. It is most important to study the 
Bible in the spirit of the Bible—to exercise 
a critical habit in a spiritual atmosphere. 
Prayer, faith, humility, diligence, will all 
bring rest and satisfaction to minds 
exercised in the school of God.2 

Here Bridges is commenting on our ability to reap 
soul-nourishing insight from the Word of God. Such 
a harvest is produced when we approach Scripture 
with a thoughtful mind, a prayerful spirit, faith, 
humility, and diligence, within what he calls a 
“spiritual atmosphere.” Yet each of these qualities are 
difficult to cultivate when our lives are pressed on 
every side by a constant barrage of activity.  
 While it is true that as Christians our daily lives 
will often be filled with good, God-given 
responsibilities, it is also the case that many of us, if 
we were honest, tend to fill up the cracks of our 
schedules with activities that neither refresh nor build 
up our faith. Let’s begin to ask God where we are 
out-of-balance in terms of how we prioritize our 
week’s responsibilities and start re-structuring our 
schedules so that we may spend time in regular, set-
aside fellowship with God.    

Mommies and Fellowship with God 
Given all that I’ve said in this chapter, however, I do 
want to address the mommies who may be reading 
this book. We now have three young children with 
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whom my wife stays at home during the day. As I am 
able to observe Amy care for our home and children 
week-to-week, month-to-month, I realize more and 
more how rigorous the work of caring for a home 
and children really is. Amy’s workday begins about an 
hour after she gets out of bed, and it doesn’t really 
end until she gets back into bed at the consummation 
of each day. I recognize, therefore, that it is often 
challenging for mommies of young children to set 
aside time to read Scripture, meditate on God’s Word, 
and pray.  
 But this is precisely where husbands must serve 
their wives. Men, in light of Paul’s instruction that 
husbands wash their wives with the water of the word 
(Eph 5:26), I believe it is at least part of our 
responsibility to find ways for our wives to spend 
time alone with God in the Word and in prayer. 
Perhaps you can get the kids ready in the morning so 
that your wife can read and pray after she gets ready. 
Perhaps you can take the kids after dinner or give 
them their baths or help your wife with some of her 
work around the house. Whatever you have to do, 
make time for your bride to spend time alone with 
her heavenly Father.  
 
Keeping a Good Conscience 
Before I close this little book, I want to address an 
issue that is occasionally left out discussions on 
spiritual discipline: the necessity of keeping a good 
conscience. The conscience is our internal, God-given 
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capacity to form judgments of right and wrong and to 
critique ourselves of whether or not we have acted 
according to what we believe to be right or wrong.3 
Because we are sinful, our consciences are not 
infallible: we may think partaking in some activity is 
right when it is actually sinful, or we may think 
engaging in some activity is wrong when it is actually 
entirely legitimate and approved by Scripture.  

Nevertheless, the Bible tells us that we can never 
violate our consciences. “Whatever is not of faith,” 
the apostle Paul warns us, “is sin” (Rom 14:23). That 
is, when we are unable partake in an activity with the 
faith that Scripture implicitly allows or explicitly 
condones such activity, we must refrain participating 
in that activity.  
 The New Testament speaks often of the 
necessity of Christians keeping a good conscience 
(e.g., Rom 13:5; 14:23; 1 Cor 8:7; 10:25 1 Tim 1:5, 19;  
1 Pet 3:16, 21). When we keep a good conscience, we 
enjoy a settled, experiential peace that we are right 
with God. While this subjective sense of our right 
standing with God is grounded upon the objective, 
unchanging gospel, it is our responsibility to maintain 
a good conscience so that we may consistently walk 
near to our Savior.  
 This brief foray into this subject is essential in a 
book on spiritual disciplines because spiritual 
disciplines, no matter how regular and rigorous, can 
never appease a defiled conscience. Like Adam 
immediately after he ate of the forbidden fruit, we 
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may attempt to self-atone with the fig-leaves of 
personal spiritual discipline. As I’ve argued in this 
book, Bible reading, meditation, and prayer are 
essential components of a healthy walk with Christ. 
But they can become snares to our spiritual maturity 
if we use them to cover our sin.  
 For example, if we have slandered our neighbor 
or spoken harshly to our wives and thus defiled our 
conscience, engaging in the spiritual disciplines of 
Bible reading and prayer will yield little to no fruit if 
we don’t first experience God’s cleansing of our 
conscience through confession and repentance (1 
John 1:9). Nor should we think that God will be 
pleased with our discipline if we don’t first don’t get 
right with those against whom we’ve sinned. Being at 
odds with our wives, Peter tells us, hinders our 
prayers (1 Pet 3:7). 
 The point here is not to keep you away from 
these spiritual disciplines, but to help you make sure 
you are approaching them the right way. The 
practices of Bible reading, meditation, and prayer are 
not meant to be substitutes to confession and 
repentance. Rather, these three disciplines are 
intended to bless you as you daily strive to keep a 
good conscience through avoidance of sin, regular 
confession, and constant application of the gospel to 
our souls. Used correctly, these three disciplines will 
actually serve to strengthen and inform your 
conscience, and provide you the strength with which 
to fight sin.  



Making Time for Fellowship with God 

90 

Conclusion 
While the whole of our walk with Christ doesn’t 
consist of Bible reading, meditation, and prayer, I 
contend that these disciplines provide the spiritual 
sustenance for growth in every other area of our lives. 
How can I say this? Because this is what Scripture 
says. We began this book with a reference to John 
15:1-8, and I think it is appropriate to end here as 
well. Let’s read it this time in its fullness.    

I am the true vine, and my Father is the 
vinedresser. Every branch in me that does 
not bear fruit he takes away, and every 
branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that 
it may bear more fruit. Already you are 
clean because of the word that I have 
spoken to you. Abide in me, and I in you. 
As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, 
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you 
are the branches. Whoever abides in me 
and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, 
for apart from me you can do nothing. If 
anyone does not abide in me he is thrown 
away like a branch and withers; and the 
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, 
and burned. If you abide in me, and my 
words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, 
and it will be done for you. By this my 
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Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit 
and so prove to be my disciples.  

In this passage, Jesus is exhorting His disciples to 
“abide” or “remain” in Him. That is, Jesus is 
instructing His people to maintain a vital attachment 
to Him as the source of all our spiritual life and 
growth. If we fail to abide in Christ and bear fruit, 
Jesus warns, we face being thrown away into 
judgment.3 

 Telling His disciples to remain in Him or face 
judgment doesn’t undermine Jesus’ teaching that 
those whom He saves He holds securely in His hands 
(see John 10:27-30). Rather, this kind of warning is 
how Jesus ensures that His secure disciples do, in fact, 
remain vitally connected to Him. It does not 
contradict promises of eternal security to exhort 
disciples to remain attached to their Savior. Indeed, 
the exhortation is actually good news: those who 
remain in Christ are not cast away, and Jesus tells His 
disciples exactly how to maintain a vital attachment to 
Him.  
 What is the primary means of remaining in 
Christ? “If you abide in me, and my words abide in 
you,” Jesus tells us. Very simple: we abide in Christ by 
allowing his Word to abide in us. As I’ve already 
noted in this book, personal Bible reading and 
meditation are not the exclusive means we allow the 
Word of God to abide in us—this also happens 
through sitting under good preaching and teaching—
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but it is an important means and one we should 
attend to, given the seriousness of Jesus’ words at this 
point.  
 But there’s more to this passage. The natural 
consequence of the Word of Christ dwelling in us 
richly is prayer to our Father which results in spiritual 
fruitfulness. “If you abide in me, and my words abide 
in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for 
you. By this my Father is glorified, that you bear 
much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.” When 
Christ’s words abide in us, our prayers will be guided 
by godly principles and priorities. As a result, we will 
pray according to the will of God and thus bear much 
fruit that glorifies God and proves useful to our 
neighbor. These promises are basically a New 
Testament expansion of the Psalmist’s words in 
Psalm 1:1-4: 

Blessed is the man who walks not in the 
counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the 
way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 
scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the 
LORD, and on his law he meditates day and 
night. He is like a tree planted by streams 
of water that yields its fruit in its season, 
and its leaf does not wither. In all that he 
does, he prospers. 

The Word of God and prayer. God speaks to us and 
we talk to Him. This is our life and our source of true 
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joy. Here we find spiritual fruit and spiritual stability; 
genuine peace and power against sin; hope in trial and 
wisdom for daily decisions; truth in a world of 
deception; purity in the midst of corruption. God has 
given us everything we need for life and godliness (2 
Pet 1:3). Brothers and sisters, make profitable use of 
these resources for the glory of God and the good of 
your souls.      
 
 



 



 

 

 

APPENDIX 
 

Two Productive Questions to  
Ask of Psalm 1191 

 

What happens when you ask the right questions of 
Scripture? You get the mother lode. Riches pour forth 
like water from Moses’ rock. In the case of Psalm 
119, the text itself makes it clear what questions we 
are supposed to ask, and the payoff is pretty sweet. 
Here are the two questions we should ask as we trek 
through Psalm 119: (1) What does the psalmist pray 
for; and (2) What is the psalmist’s posture toward 
God’s Word? 

What Does the Psalmist Pray For?  
Nearly every verse of Psalm 119 contains some 
petition from the psalmist to God. One of the most 
repeated requests is that God would teach the psalmist His 
word. “Blessed are you Lord, teach me your statutes” 
(v. 12), the psalmist pleads. “Open my eyes so that I 
can behold wonderful things in your law” (v. 18). 
“Give me understanding, that I may keep your law 
and observe it with my whole heart” (v. 34). The 
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psalmist not only longs for God’s Word, he 
recognizes that he is utterly dependent upon God to 
rightly understand it (see also vv. 19, 26, 27, 29, 33, 
64, 66, 68, 73, 124, 135, 144, 169, 171). Knowing that 
it is Christ who provides us with a mind to 
understand his Word (Luke 24:45) and the Spirit who 
gives insight into spiritual realities (1 Cor 2:10-16) our 
prayers should resemble the prayers of Psalm 119. We 
are foolish to think we can attain a right 
understanding of Scripture apart from God’s help (see 
also John 15:5). 
 The psalmist further expresses his dependence 
upon God by regularly asking for divine enablement to 
keep God’s Word. First, his heart must be inclined 
toward the law of God. “Incline my heart to your 
testimonies and not to selfish gain” (v. 36). Then, 
God must enable obedience to the divine precepts. 
Even in the first few lines of the Psalm we find the 
author immediately following his statement on the 
necessity of obedience with a cry for help: “Oh that 
my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes” 
(v. 5). As the Psalm moves along, the author’s 
requests become more direct (emphasis added): 

• Deal bountifully with me so that I can keep your 
commandments (v. 17). 

• Lead me in the path of your commandments, for I 
delight in it (v. 35). 
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• Turn away my eyes from looking at worthless things, 
and give me life in your ways (v. 37). 

• May my heart be blameless in your statutes, that I 
may not be put to shame (v. 80) 

• Keep steady my steps according to your promise, 
let no iniquity get dominion over me (v. 133). 

• Let my soul live and praise you, and let your 
rules help me (v. 175). 

Yet, the psalmist knows that devotion to God’s Word 
inevitably brings persecution, so he also asks for 
deliverance in times of trial. “All your commandments are 
sure; they persecute me with falsehood; help me” 
(v.86), he cries. But the psalmist also recognizes that 
in some cases deliverance from times of trial will be 
the means that God uses to enable obedience. He is 
therefore not ashamed to ask boldly for divine rescue 
from his troubles: “Redeem me from man’s 
oppression, that I may keep your precepts....With my 
whole heart I cry; answer me, O LORD! I will keep your 
statutes. I call to you; save me, that I may observe your 
testimonies” (vv.134, 145-146; emphasis added; see also 
v. 88, 117, 153, 170). 
 The psalmist understands that his deliverance 
must be grounded in the character and promises of 
God, so he asks for life and strength according to God’s 
Word. “My soul clings to the dust; give me life according 
to your word (v. 25)....My soul melts away for sorrow; 
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strengthen me according to your word....Plead my cause 
and redeem me; give me life according to your promise 
(vv. 25, 28, 154; see also vv. 40, 41, 156, 159). The 
psalmist also asks for grace (v.58), mercy (v. 77), that 
God would take away his reproach (v. 39) and that 
God would be feared (v.38). 

What is the Psalmist’s Posture  
Toward God’s Word? 
When we inquire about the psalmist’s posture toward 
God’s Word, we find that he is spiritually and 
affectionately inclined toward it. Specifically, he 
delights in and loves God’s law. The psalmist declares, “In 
the way of your testimonies I delight, as much as in all 
riches....I will delight in your statutes; I will not forget 
your word....Your testimonies are my delight; they are 
my counselors....Lead me in the path of your 
commandments, for I delight in it....I will lift up my 
hands to your commandments, which I love (vv. 14, 16, 
24, 35, 48; emphasis added; see also vv. 77, 92, 97, 
103, 143). His delight in God’s law, however, does 
not leave the psalmist morally indifferent when it 
comes to those outside the covenant community. He 
is angry when the wicked forsake God’s law (v. 53) 
and he hates, even abhors falsehood (v. 163). The 
new birth is the only way we can experience these 
feelings toward God’s Word (see John 3:3-15; Eph 
2:1-10), but a Christian’s desires can be stoked and 
maintained by prayer (see above) and continual 
exposure to Scripture. 
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 The psalmist’s spiritual desire for God’s law even 
expresses itself physically: “I open my mouth and pant, 
because I long for your commandments” (v. 131; see 
also vv. 40, 131). He values Scripture over great 
riches: “The law of the your mouth is better to me 
than thousands of gold and silver pieces....I love your 
commandments above gold, above fine gold” (vv. 72, 
127). 
 Thoughts of Scripture also evoke the Psalmist’s 
praise: “At midnight I praise you, because of your 
righteous rules” (v. 62; see also vv. 162, 164, 172) and 
bring comfort: “When I think of your rules from of old, 
I take comfort, O LORD” (v. 52). 
 He has deliberately set out to obey God’s 
commandments, “I have chosen the way of faithfulness; 
I have set your rules before me” (v. 30), and holds 
firmly to God’s Word, ‘I cling to your testimonies, O 
LORD, let me not be put to shame (v. 31). 
 The psalmist also expects stability and blessing in 
the life of one who keeps God’s Word: “Blessed are 
those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of 
the LORD” (v. 1). “Blessed are those who keep his 
testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, 
who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways” (vv. 2-
3). “Great peace have those who love your law; 
nothing can make them stumble” (v. 165). 
 Yet, Psalm 119 makes it clear that Scripture is 
neither a lifeless set of rules nor merely a means to 
satisfy the believer’s intellectual curiosity, for the 
psalmist is passionate about God Himself: “Blessed are 
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those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their 
whole heart” (v. 2). With my whole heart I seek you; let me 
not wander from your commandments” (v. 10). “The 
LORD is my portion, I promise to keep your words” (v. 
57). Therefore, he is devoted to meditating on God’s Word 
(vv. 15, 48, 97, 147-148) and committed to keeping it (vv. 
4, 44, 51, 55, 57, 60, 61, 69, 157, 161, 166, 167, 168). 
Thus, the psalmist has confidence in the face of his 
enemies (vv. 41-42) and declares God’s Word to others 
(vv. 46-47). 

The Gift of Psalm 119 
Psalm 119 is a gift to Christians. The psalmist serves 
as an example of how a Christian should approach 
and respond to God’s Word. But Psalm 119 also 
clears away any doubts we might have about the place 
Scripture should have in the life of the believer. When 
someone truly loves Christ, they do not depart from 
his Word in search for something better; they find 
Christ in his Word, and they long to dwell there 
continually (Ps 1:2). 
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