
A Prayerful Approach to Scripture
1 John 5:14

Many of you are familiar with CS Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia.  In The Magician’s 
Nephew, two of the characters, Digory and Polly take a ride on a flying horse to a 
distant land.  Their mission was to pluck an apple from a certain tree and bring it back to 
Aslan, the lion (who represents Jesus).  When Digory, Polly, and the horse stop for the 
night they are hungry.  The horse is very satisfied because there is plenty of grass to 
eat, but Digory and Polly can’t find anything that suits them.  At this point the horse 
suggests that they try eating some grass.

“But we can’t eat grass,” said Digory.
“H’m, h’m,” said [the horse], speaking with his mouth full.  “Well – h’m – don’t 
know quite what you’ll do then.  Very good grass too.”
Polly and Digory stared at one another in dismay.
“Well, I do think someone might have arranged our meals,” said Digory.
“I’m sure Aslan would have, if you’d asked him,” said [the horse].
“Wouldn’t he know without being asked?” said Polly.
“I’ve no doubt he would,” said the Horse (still with his mouth full).  “But I’ve a sort 
of idea he likes to be asked.” (emphasis added, p. 178)

Polly was raising a very profound question: If Aslan knew their need, why did they still 
have to ask?  Perhaps you’ve found yourself asking a similar question: If God knows my 
needs and if He cares for me, why do I still have to ask?  Why doesn’t God go ahead 
and give me everything I need. . . why does God like to be ‘asked’?”

There are numerous ways to answer that question, but one of the core reasons God 
likes to be asked is because He wants us to be directly involved in what He’s doing 
in this world.  God could act independent of our asking (and He sometimes does).  But 
ultimately God wants to involve us in what He is doing.  He wants us to want what He 
wants . . . so much so that we ask/petition Him for those things.  As Philip Yancey says, 
“God chose . . . a style of governing the world” that involves human participation - - - 
including prayer (Prayer, p. 136).  

This discussion on prayer is relevant to our sermon series on “The Word” because the 
Scriptures reveal to us “what God wants.”  The Bible shows us the revealed “will of 
God.”  The Bible teaches that we are supposed to have a comprehensive commitment 
to the will of God:  we should know the will of God, do the will of God, and pray 
according to the will of God.  In this way our entire lives are oriented around the will of 
God (or “what God wants”).   

We’ll talk briefly about knowing and doing the will of God; we’ll spend most of our time 
thinking about praying according to the will of God (according to what we find in 
Scripture).  As we’ll see, all three elements go together.  The Scriptures we’ll consider 
today will challenge us to evaluate whether we really want a God-centered life or 
whether we want a little bit of God every now and then “as needed.”  



Let’s think first about:
Knowing the will of God.  (Ephesians 5:15-17, 1 Thess. 4:3-8, Colossians 1:9, etc.)

The fact that we even have the Scriptures is implicit evidence that God wants us to 
know his will (what He actually wants from us).  He didn’t HAVE to communicate with 
us.  But the fact that He has communicated to us with such amazing creativity and 
beauty and detail should convince us that God really, really wants us to know His will.  

At the same time there are explicit statements about knowing the will of God in specific 
circumstances.  For example, in Ephesians 5:15-17 Paul wrote about understanding the 
will of God in relation to how we use our time.

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 16 making 
the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17 So then do not be foolish, but 
understand what the will of the Lord is.

Paul’s point is that if we are wise, we will take advantage of every opportunity to do 
good “because the days are evil” (there is so much evil in this world).  In this way we 
“make the most of” our time – literally, we “redeem” the time.  We buy up every 
opportunity to please God.  After laying all of this out, Paul says in essence, 
“understand that this is the will of God” - this is what God wants.  

Or consider what Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4 about sexual purity.  In 4:3 Paul 
wrote:

3 For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that is, that you abstain from sexual 
immorality;

Paul concludes his discussion of sexual purity in verse 8 by saying:

8 So, he who rejects this is not rejecting man but God who gives His Holy Spirit to 
you.

The implication is that when it comes to the will of God, we’re not merely talking about 
“good advice” or “helpful suggestions.”  We’re talking about the things that the one true, 
living God wants for our lives.  As we meditate on Scripture, as we hear the Scriptures 
taught, as we have spiritual conversations, we come to know/understand the will of 
God.  If we acknowledge God as God, we take His will seriously; we defer to His will 
instead of our own (or anybody else’s).

Second, we’re not only supposed to know the will of God, we are also supposed to be 
committed to:
Doing the will of God.

The Scriptures couldn’t be clearer about the necessity of God’s people actually doing 
his will.  As a matter of fact, one of the distinguishing marks of the believer is that s/he 
does the will of the Father (as opposed to doing one’s own will).  This was certainly true 
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of Jesus himself.  We read in John 4:34 how Jesus described his mission here on earth 
in terms of doing the will of the Father.

34 Jesus said to them, "My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to 
accomplish His work.

Jesus’ core commitment was to do the will of God his Father.  Jesus said of himself in 
John 6:38:

38 "For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of Him 
who sent Me.

Jesus’ entire life was centered upon doing the will of God.  He simply did not have an 
agenda of his own; he came to do the will of God his Father.

The disciples of Jesus are expected to be like their Master.  That’s what discipleship is 
all about – learning to live like the Teacher, adopting his mind and his way of life.  Since 
Jesus’ life revolved around doing the will of the Father, Jesus expected the same of his 
followers.  So, when we read the gospels, we read things like this (Matthew 7:21):

21 "Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, 
but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter.

The true disciple of Jesus has become a new creature who now does the will of the 
Father.  Doing the will of God does not save a person; but doing the will of God is the 
mark of one who has already been saved.  Again, in Mark 3:35, after being informed 
that his mother and brothers wished to speak with him outside, Jesus said:

35 "For whoever does the will of God, he is My brother and sister and mother."

A willingness and commitment to do the will of God is the mark of Jesus’ disciples.  Paul 
used this same language in a number of different places.  In Ephesians 6, for example, 
Paul urged slaves to be obedient to their masters as if they were serving Christ.  He 
describes their obedience by saying, “not by way of eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but as 
slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.”  As believers in Jesus Christ, our 
highest priority is to “do the will of God from the heart.”  Again, the will of God is 
whatever the Scriptures advocate on any given issue.  

In light of the emphasis in Scripture on knowing and doing the will of God, we shouldn’t 
be surprised that we are also urged to “pray according to the will of God.”  Praying ties 
together our knowing and doing; praying keeps us from trying to do God’s will in our 
own strength.

Praying according to the will of God.  The key passage to consider here is I John 
5:14-15.  Let’s begin reading in 5:13; this verse is really the purpose statement for the 
whole book of I John:
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13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so 
that you may know that you have eternal life. 

John wrote this letter that we call 1 John so that believers might have assurance that 
that they have eternal life. He had written about three “tests” of life – three things that 
are true of genuine believers in Jesus Christ.  He has written about the test of truth 
(believing in the name of Jesus Christ, the Son of God – 2:23, 3:23, 4:2, 5:1), the test of 
obedience (observing God’s commandments – 2:3-11, 5:3), and the test of love (loving 
other believers – 3:13-18, 4:7-21).  If your life is characterized by truth, obedience, and 
love, you can have assurance of eternal life.  Salvation itself is by grace through faith in 
Jesus’ death on the cross.  But the evidence that you have indeed become a child of 
God is a life of truth and obedience and love.  For John this assurance is a valuable 
safeguard against false teachings; if you know you’ve experienced eternal life you won’t 
go chasing after false teachers and false doctrines.  

After discussing assurance of eternal life John next discusses assurance in prayer.

14 This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything 
according to His will, He hears us. 15 And if we know that He hears us in whatever 
we ask, we know that we have the requests which we have asked from Him.

If we want to have confidence that our prayers will be answered, we must pray 
“according to his will.”  If we pray according to God’s will that he “hears us” – meaning 
hears favorably or approvingly.  This is clear from verse 15 which says that when God 
“hears” us in this way, we actually have the requests we have asked from him.  Just as 
John wants us to know that we have eternal life, he also wants us to know that our 
prayers are acceptable to God and that they will be answered.  John wants us to have 
confidence in the things we are praying for.  

Again, the key to such confidence is praying “according to his will.”  This means praying 
in way that is compatible with God’s revealed will, allowing the Word to shape and 
inform what we pray.  We can be confident in prayer when we pray for things that God 
already wants.  Petitionary prayer is not a matter of getting God to do what we want; it is 
a matter of bringing our requests in line with what he wants.  In prayer we do not try to 
impose our will upon God.  Rather, we conform our requests to his will.  In the Lord’s 
Prayer Jesus taught this same approach to prayer; one of the petitions He taught His 
disciples to pray was, “Your kingdom come, Your will be done. . .” (Matthew 6:10).

For example, you might read in James 1:

2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that 
the testing of your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have its perfect 
result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.

When we experience trials/difficulties/problems in our lives, the will of God is clear:  God 
wants to refine us; He wants us to come out on the other side with a deeper faith and 
more endurance.  That is the will of God. Identify a specific trial you’re going through 

The Word #8, A Prayerful Approach to Scripture, 11/4/12! 4
Steve Ratliff 



right now.  It’s perfectly fine to pray, “God rescue me out of this trial.”  He may or may 
not take away that trial.  But you could also pray “according to the will of God” by 
praying, “God refine me through this difficulty.  Please don’t let me waste this 
opportunity to become more like Jesus.”  You can have great confidence that God will 
hear and answer that type of prayer.  

I’m not saying that confidence in prayer is a matter of mouthing the right words.  It’s 
about genuinely wanting what God wants and then asking for the same.  Bingham 
Hunter stated this principle well when he wrote this:

God does not just hear your prayers.  He “hears” your whole life.  He doesn’t 
respond to what you say.  He responds to what you are.  He responds to you.  (The 
God Who Hears, p. 39)

This is the way you and I respond to requests.  If someone asks you for something and 
you know that they will misuse it and be worse off than before, you will refuse the 
request.  You respond to the person, not merely to what they say.  God does the same 
thing.  And so when we know the will of God and are committed to doing the will of God, 
we can have great confidence when we pray according to the will of God.  

Example:  Matthew 20:24-28.  Let’s consider an example of how this might work.  Let’s 
take Jesus’ teaching on servanthood in Matthew 20.  We approach this Scripture with 
the conviction that we need the Word of God as much as we need food.  We keep our 
eyes open to how this Scripture might be profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and 
training in righteousness.  Armed with this vision of what the Word can do in our lives, 
we make it our intention to receive whatever this passage teaches us. 

Matthew 20 describes how the mother of James and John came to Jesus and 
requested that her sons have the two places of prominence in Jesus’ kingdom.  This 
was a bold request (for her sons to sit on Jesus’ right and left hands).  But Jesus 
informed her that the Father made such designations.  Here’s what happened next:

24 And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers. 25 But Jesus 
called them to Himself and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it 
over them, and their great men exercise authority over them. 26 “It is not this way 
among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, 
27 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave; 28 just as the 
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom 
for many.”

As we reflect on this text, we see the basic truth that greatness in the Kingdom of 
God is a function of servanthood.  If we are Christlike (if we’re actually “like Christ” in 
the way we live) we will actively seek to serve others instead of being served.  As was 
the case with Jesus, it will cost us something if we serve the people in our lives (family, 
friends, coworkers, body of Christ, etc.).  That’s the basic meaning of this passage.
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Because we want this “word of Christ” to “dwell deeply within us” we spend some time 
thinking about the significance of this teaching for our lives.  We churn it over in our 
minds; we mull over the implications for our lives.  There are no set rules for how we 
meditate on Scripture.  But in light of the fact that God wants to reprove and correct us 
through the Scriptures, we might pray something like, “God, when it comes to 
servanthood, show me my attitude toward those with whom I live. . . work. . . . 
worship. . .”  

As you prayerfully consider the significance of this Scripture, you might realize that you 
have a really hard time serving someone close to you (a spouse, a roommate, a 
coworker).  Perhaps you are embittered toward that person due to some offense in the 
past.  Consequently, serving that person is a real struggle.  And when you do serve that 
person (cooking, cleaning, giving a ride, listening to, etc.) you resent it.  Before you can 
serve that person out of love and joy, you have to deal with some things: your own self-
centeredness, your lack of forgiveness, your bitterness.

I hope you can see how this type of meditation on Scripture suggests all sorts of way we 
might “pray according to the will of God.”  It is the will of God that we lay aside our 
selfishness, that we forgive one another from the heart, and that we not let bitterness 
get lodged in our hearts so that we might serve others like Jesus did.  And so we might 
pray according to the will of God in this way:  

God, I admit that I’ve become bitter toward my spouse/roommate/friend.  Instead of 
forgiving, I have held a grudge.  Give me the will to lay aside my bitterness.  Give 
me the grace to forgive.  God, I confess my selfishness and self-centeredness to 
you; I admit that I would rather be served than serve.  So often I am not Christlike in 
my attitude toward my spouse/roommate/friend.  God, show me specific, tangible 
ways to serve those closest to me.  And I ask You to empower me to serve them 
gladly!”  

You could take 5 or 10 minutes to fill out that prayer, praying according to the will of 
God.  You can pray this way with great confidence.  You can pray knowing that God 
hears such prayers favorably.  

If this is a brand new way of praying for you, I’d encourage you to try it out.  I think you’ll 
find that this type of praying allows you to move from merely thinking spiritual thoughts 
to an encounter with God Himself.  And that’s the point of engaging Scripture, right?  
Through the Scriptures we let God be God in our lives.

As is our habit on the first Sunday of each month, we are now going to celebrate the 
Lord’s Table.  During this time we remember the body and blood of Christ.  We 
remember that the cross demonstrates how Jesus “did not come to be served, but to 
serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.”  As we remember Jesus’ servanthood, 
let’s consider the implications for our own servanthood.  
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Instead of merely thinking about these things, why not talk with God about your habits of 
servanthood?  In other words, I’d encourage you to take this time to actually pray 
according to the will of God.  
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