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What to Pray For July 17, 2016 
Part Thirteen of Heart—to—Heart: A Study of Prayer by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 Famous Prayers 

We’ve spent the past couple of months exploring what 

the Bible has to say about our heart-to-heart conversations 

with God. 

 We’ve seen the necessity for each of us to carve out 

time to intentionally be alone with God, to sit quietly 

in his presence, to share the depths of our thoughts 

with him in totally transparency. 

 And we’ve seen the importance for those heart-to-

heart prayers to become a never-ending conversation 

in which we are constantly talking to God about 

anything and everything. 

 We’ve seen example after example of prayer, 

revealing that talking to God is ultimately an 

experience of surrender, dependence, and faith. Our 

conversations with the Lord have a transforming 

experience on us, lining up our desires and 

perspectives with God’s agenda and glory. 

And though we’ve seen examples of praying for 

different things — Hannah praying for a child, Hezekiah 
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praying for healing, Habakkuk praying for justice, etc. — I 

still find myself pondering the content of our prayers. If the 

word “prayer” means “a divine petition” (asking God for 

something), what should we ask for? If prayer begins with an 

understanding of God’s greatness and our own humility, how 

do we approach the Lord with our requests? 

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about 

everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him 

for all he has done. (Philippians 4:6 NLT)  

Okay. I get it. Whatever is weighing on my thoughts, 

bring it to the Lord in prayer. Talk with him about it. 

Surrender it to his sovereignty, and thank him. 

Pray in the Spirit at all times and on every occasion. 
(Ephesians 6:18 NLT)  

Allow God’s Spirit — his very life at work in me — to 

guide my heart-to-heart conversations with him. All the 

time. In every circumstance. Pray about everything. I get it. 

Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares 

about you. (1 Peter 5:7 NLT)  
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If it matters to me, then it matters to God. Pray about 

everything. I get it. It’s a beautiful invitation from the Lord to 

come to him over and over and over again in whatever 

circumstance we might experience. 

But what does that look like? What kinds of things 

should we pray for? 

In my study over the past couple of months, I’ve found 

my thoughts wandering down different “rabbit trails” and 

looking up the prayers of famous people — prayers that 

were carefully thought through, composed, and preserved in 

their writings or in the reporting of others. It’s not always 

clear if these are the actual things those famous people 

prayed, or whether authors kind of took the gist of their 

spiritual character and captured it in poetic form. But some 

of those famous prayers are really beautiful. 

George Washington 

There’s the famous prayer journal of George 

Washington, which claims the following words from our first 

President: 

O eternal and everlasting God, I presume to present 

myself this morning before thy Divine majesty, 

beseeching thee to accept my humble and hearty 

thanks… Direct my thoughts, words and work. Wash 
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away my sins in the immaculate blood of the lamb, 

and purge my heart by thy Holy Spirit… that I may 

with more freedom of mind and liberty of will serve 

thee, the ever-lasting God, in righteousness and 

holiness this day, and all the days of my life. Increase 

my faith in the sweet promises of the Gospel… Daily 

frame me more and more into the likeness of thy 

son Jesus Christ… 

Wow. I wish all our Presidents could begin each day 

with that kind of humble, passionate conversation with God. 

I suspect we’d be looking at very different headlines these 

days, eh? 

Harriet Tubman 

Not that all historical prayers are long. There’s the well-

documented, simple, beautiful whisper of Harriet Tubman 

that she offered to God as she engineered the rescue of 

runaway slaves: 

I’m going to hold steady on You, an’ You’ve got to 

see me through. 

Francis of Assisi 

Of course, there is a rich heritage of prayer preserved 

for us from famous Christians over the past 2000 years. One 
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of my favorites is from the famous spiritual ecologist and 

inventor of the Christmas Nativity display, Giovanni di 

Pietro di Bernardone (though his Francophile father 

nicknamed him “Frenchy” — or “Francis of Assisi” as he 

became known among Christians). 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. Where 

there is hatred, let me sow love. Where there is 

injury, pardon. Where there is doubt, faith. Where 

there is despair, hope. Where there is darkness, 

light. Where there is sadness, joy. O Divine Master, 

grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as 

to console, not so much to be understood as to 

understand, not so much to be loved, as to love; for 

it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that 

we are pardoned, it is in dying that we awake to 

eternal life. 

Oh, my goodness, what a beautiful prayer. Surrender. 

Dependence. Faith. All the core elements that we’ve seen in 

our study of prayer. 

Us 

But what about us? What should we be praying for? 
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Gideon’s Folly 

I spoke with one person recently who was struggling 

with making an important decision. They sincerely wanted 

God’s leading, and they wanted to honor God with the choice 

in front of them. But they had no idea of how God might 

reveal what he desired. So they sort of put God to the test. 

They gave God an opportunity to reveal himself… according 

to their chosen parameters. 

And if that sounds a little sketchy, it is. I think whenever 

we tell God what he can and cannot do, we’re sort of missing 

the whole point of how our heart-to-heart conversations 

involve surrendering to his agenda. Better to echo the words 

of Christ: 

“…Not my will, but yours, be done.” (Luke 22:42 ESV)  

Still, there are a lot of us know follow the more ancient 

example of Gideon instead of the simple surrender of Christ. 

Do you remember Gideon? Probably not the best 

example of prayer for us to follow. In Judges 6, while Gideon 

was trying to gather a little secret grain hidden away from 

the oppressive Midianites, a divine messenger from God 

approached him and said: “Mighty hero, the Lord is with 

you.” To which Gideon replied, 
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“If the LORD is with us, why then has all this 

happened to us? And where are all his wonderful 

deeds…?” (Judges 6:13 ESV)  

“If?” “If what God says is true…?” Not a whole lot of faith 

there, huh? 

God then tells Gideon to… 

“Go with the strength you have, and rescue Israel…” 
(Judges 6:14 NLT)  

To which Gideon replies… 

“But Lord, how can I rescue Israel? My clan is the 

weakest…” (Judges 6:15 NLT)  

“You are strong. Now go!” 

“But God, I am weak. How?” 

“I will be with you,” God says. “If you really will be with 

me…” Gideon replies. It’s this back-and-forth conversation in 

which Gideon is a skeptic. He is hesitant to take a risk and 

trust God. 
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“If you are truly going to help me, show me a sign to 

prove it…” (Judges 6:17 NLT)  

And Gideon sets up this big test for God to prove himself 

to Gideon. Actually, there are a whole series of miracles 

Gideon expects God to perform for him before he will trust 

the Lord. The tests go on for a couple of chapters in the book 

of Judges. In the end, when God has thoroughly and 

miraculously proven himself, Gideon still doubts and makes 

God do a miracle in reverse. 

I understand the temptation, especially in today’s 

culture. We are a society of science. Every person here has 

grown up amidst a worldview in which demonstrable fact 

feels more real than reasonable faith. We demand evidence, 

right? Observable data. We’ve lost the art of philosophical 

reasoning, and logic, and embracing the unknown. 

Well, that’s not quite true. We live by faith every day; 

it’s just that we don’t recognize our lifestyle of faith. But 

when you got in your car this morning to drive to church, 

you made choices based entirely on faith. Life-and-death 

choices. You applied philosophic reasoning and logic. You 

trusted that the lines painted on the side of the pavement 

would be universally recognized standards to which every 

other driver on the road — complete strangers to you — 
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would abide. All those drivers operating what amounts to 

incalculable tons of metal deadly weapons hurling in 

opposite directions toward each other, all willing to abide by 

common rules with absolutely no proof that you would 

survive the trip here. But I bet you didn’t even think about all 

the possible near-death experiences you had hundreds of 

times before you arrived this morning. Your faith became 

such certainty that you took action and trusted as a second 

nature. 

That’s the kind of faith God calls each of us to, and 

which should be reflected in our prayers. We don’t put God 

to the test the way Gideon did. We don’t make God perform 

like a trick pony in our own private spiritual circus. We 

simply trust him to be involved in all our circumstances, and 

we move forward with the certainty that he will direct our 

steps as we stay in constant communication with him, 

surrendering to his desires and seeking to bring him glory. 

Like the ancient prayer of Pádraig, the Scottish 

teenager captured by Irish pirates and dragged into a legacy 

that would not only introduce him to God’s grace but would 

lead him to sharing God’s grace with all of Ireland, we should 

simply realize… 

Christ is with me, before me, behind me… in me… 

beneath, above, on my right, on my left. Christ 
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where I lie down, where I sit, where I arise. So may 

Christ be revealed in the hearts of everyone who 

thinks of me, who speaks to me, who sees me, who 

hears me. For life and salvation are from the Lord, 

and may that life and salvation that fills my every 

moment and every experience be realized by me 

and everyone around me. (paraphrased) 

Paul’s Prayers 

Oh, but I know what you’re thinking. We haven’t really 

answered the question yet, have we? “What should we pray 

for? What do we ask of God?” Yes, we can pray for 

everything. God wants us to pray about whatever is on our 

minds. But what should we pray for? 

I’m not really sure there is a “should” involved here. But 

I have to tell you that I’m super-impressed by the examples 

of prayer from Paul throughout his New Testament letters. If 

you’ve been at Hope for a while, you’ve heard me refer to 

those prayers before. But it might be helpful to actually look 

at them and see the pattern. 

Let me show you… 
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For the Romans 

God knows how often I pray for you. Day and night I 

bring you and your needs in prayer to God… One of 

the things I always pray for is the opportunity, God 

willing, to come at last to see you. (Romans 1:9–10 NLT)  

So Paul is praying for the Christians in Rome, and he 

prays that God might allow him to finally visit them in 

person. I suppose that’s a prayer for a physical circumstance 

right? An opportunity to visit their church and connect with 

them. But why? What’s Paul’s prayer and desire for those 

Roman Christians? 

May God, who gives this patience and 

encouragement, help you live in complete harmony 

with each other, as is fitting for followers of Christ 

Jesus. (Romans 15:5 NLT)  

Then all of you can join together with one voice, 

giving praise and glory to God, the Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. (Romans 15:6 NLT)  

I pray that God, the source of hope, will fill you 

completely with joy and peace because you trust in 
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him. Then you will overflow with confident hope 

through the power of the Holy Spirit. (Romans 15:13 NLT)  

Paul’s prayerful passion is that those Christians would 

grow in their relationship with God and with each other, that 

they would be filled with confidence in who they are in 

Christ, the hope that is theirs, the power of God’s Spirit at 

work in their life. 

Spiritual growth. Understanding. Confident faith. That’s 

what Paul is praying for. 

For the Corinthians 

He has similar prayers for the Christians in the Greek 

city of Corinth. 

I always thank my God for you and for the gracious 

gifts he has given you, now that you belong to 

Christ Jesus. (1 Corinthians 1:4 NLT)  

Paul isn’t asking God for something. He’s praising God 

for what has already been given.  

Now you have every spiritual gift you need as you 

eagerly wait for the return of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
(1 Corinthians 1:7 NLT)  
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Paul writes his letters to the Corinthians because he’s 

eager for them to realize all that they have in Christ, and to 

live out that new life God has given them. He is eager for 

them to trust the Lord in their experiences, always growing 

and seeking to share his grace with others. 

But thank God!... He uses us to spread the 

knowledge of Christ everywhere, like a sweet 

perfume. (2 Corinthians 2:14 NLT)  

Paul is eager for those Christians to reveal the life and 

character of Christ, so that the world will see God’s life-

changing love and power and grace at work. 

We pray to God that you will not do what is wrong… 

Do the right thing… We pray that you will become 

mature. (2 Corinthians 13:7–9 NLT)  

There it is again. Prayer for growth. For maturity. For 

Christians living out the truth of who they are in Christ and 

what he has given them for the sake of his honor. 
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For the Ephesians 

We see it again in his letter to the Christians in Ephesus 

— this prayer for spiritual growth and understanding of 

what is already ours in Christ. 

I pray for you constantly, asking God, the glorious 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, to give you spiritual 

wisdom and insight so that you might grow in your 

knowledge of God. (Ephesians 1:16–17 NLT)  

I pray that your hearts will be flooded with light so 

that you can understand the confident hope he has 

given to those he called—his holy people who are 

his rich and glorious inheritance. (Ephesians 1:18 NLT)  

I also pray that you will understand the incredible 

greatness of God’s power for us who believe him. 
(Ephesians 1:19 NLT)  

Do you see it? Do you see what Paul is praying for? His 

focus is not on changing circumstances. He’s not asking God 

to give something, or fix something, or whatever. (Not that 

there’s anything wrong with that; “Cast all your cares upon 

him,” right?) The focus is simply on recognizing who we are 

and what we have so that we can live in a way that reveals 

God to the world. 
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I pray that from his glorious, unlimited resources he 

will empower you with inner strength through his 

Spirit. Then Christ will make his home in your hearts 

as you trust in him. Your roots will grow down into 

God’s love and keep you strong. (Ephesians 3:16–17 NLT)  

For the Philippians 

This pattern of praying for spiritual growth, 

understanding, faith, and influence continues to resonate 

through all of Paul’s letters. For example, for the Christians 

in Philippi, Paul prays… 

I pray that your love will overflow more and more, 

and that you will keep on growing in knowledge and 

understanding. (Philippians 1:9 NLT)  

For I want you to understand what really matters, 

so that you may live pure and blameless lives until 

the day of Christ’s return. (Philippians 1:10 NLT)  

May you always be filled with the fruit of your 

salvation—the righteous character produced in 

your life by Jesus Christ—for this will bring much 

glory and praise to God. (Philippians 1:11 NLT)  
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For the Colossians 

Likewise, for the Christians in Colossae, 

We pray that you will be strengthened with all his 

glorious power so you will have all the endurance 

and patience you need. (Colossians 1:11 NLT)  

May you be filled with joy, always thanking the 

Father. He has enabled you to share in the 

inheritance that belongs to his people, who live in 

the light. (Colossians 1:11–12 NLT)  

This ongoing prayer that the followers of Christ will 

grow in their knowledge of who they are and the blessings 

that are already theirs, so that they will live out the power 

and grace of God. 

For the Thessalonians 

He prays in a similar way for the Christians in 

Thessalonica. 

May the Lord make your love for one another and 

for all people grow and overflow, just as our love 

for you overflows. (1 Thessalonians 3:12 NLT)  
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May he, as a result, make your hearts strong, 

blameless, and holy as you stand before God… 
(1 Thessalonians 3:13 NLT)  

We keep on praying for you, asking our God to 

enable you to live a life worthy of his call. May he 

give you the power to accomplish all the good 

things your faith prompts you to do. Then the name 

of our Lord Jesus will be honored because of the 

way you live… (2 Thessalonians 1:11–12 NLT)  

Our Prayers Today 

What’s the point in all this? Well, certainly we can pray 

for the physical circumstances we encounter. 

 Hannah prayed for a child, and for the end of the 

emotional abuse she was experiencing in her home. 

 Habakkuk prayed for God’s intervention in society, 

for justice, for the end of violence and evil. 

 Nehemiah prayed for God’s help in asking the king for 

an impossibly big favor. 

 Even Jesus prayed that there might be a “Plan B” that 

would allow him to excape the torture of the cross. 
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But in every one of those examples of prayers we’ve 

considered, they end up ultimately surrendering themselves 

to whatever God thinks is best. Their goal is not their own 

personal safety or pleasure, but God’s glory. 

“Hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your 

will be done, on earth…” (Matthew 6:9–10 ESV)  

Yes, Jesus went on to pray for “daily bread,” but even 

that request goes beyond some physical blessing. At one 

level it is simply asking for the most basic of needs, which 

goes beyond the kinds of “wish list” prayers far too many of 

us present to the Lord. But more than that, asking for “daily 

bread” harkens back to God’s provision of mana in the 

wilderness. It’s a declaration of surrender and dependence 

more than asking for something. It’s a way of saying, “God, I 

trust you. I will rely upon you to provide whatever you think I 

need day-by-day, moment-by-moment. Whatever life you give 

me, I choose to live for the sake of your glory.” 

So what should we pray for? Well, if we follow Paul’s 

example — just borrowing the words from all those prayers 

we looked at this morning — we end up praying for… 

 patience 

 encouragement 

 harmony 
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 unity 

 hope 

 joy 

 peace 

 trust 

 faith 

 confidence 

 gratitude 

 knowledge 

 understanding 

 growth 

 maturity 

 wisdom 

 righteousness 

 strength 

 purity 

 effectiveness 

 empowerment 

 love 

 opportunity 

Ah… now that’s quite a list. And, yes, I’ll continue to ask 

God for leading and transformation in my specific 

circumstances. I’m a creature of time and space, and I’m 

keenly aware of just how powerless I am to change the 
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world around me (much less to make the world satisfying to 

my appetites and expectations). 

But I think our prayers should move us beyond the 

physical stuff we ask for so that we focus on the spiritual 

growth that God desires for each of us. 

Let me leave you with one last example of prayer — one 

that means a lot to me personally. Ever since I first embraced 

God’s grace and leadership in my college years, my soul has 

been blessed by the music of Keith Green. A child of the 50s 

and 60s (and a musical prodigy that was recognized by Time 

magazine who signed his first record deal before becoming a 

teenager), Keith grew through the confusion of Judaism & 

Christian Science, eastern mysticism and “free love,” as well 

as his share of bad drug trips. When he discovered Christ, 

Keith and his wife Melody began to live out a passionate, 

tangible expression of God’s grace that led them to 

purchasing an entire neighborhood where recovering 

addicts, prostitutes, biker gang members, homeless, single 

teen mothers, and more could come and live freely while 

hearing the message of how much God loves them. 

And Keith shared his heart through his music. To this 

day, when my spirit wanders, or is troubled, or is especially 

hungry for the presence of the Lord, I’ll hop in my car and 
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drive through the countryside with Keith Green’s voice 

filling my stereo with music from decades ago. 

But perhaps my favorite — and maybe Keith’s best-

loved song — was written as a prayer before he set it to 

music. It’s a prayer that captures everything we’ve talked 

about, and which echoes Paul’s appeal for growth and truth 

and understanding and faith. Perhaps Keith’s prayer will 

help shape our own as we continue our never-ending heart-

to-heart conversation with God this week: 

Oh Lord, You're beautiful. Your face is all I seek, for 

when Your eyes are on this child Your grace abounds 

to me. 

Oh Lord, please light the fire that once burned bright 

and clean. Replace the lamp of my first love that 

burns with holy fear. 

I want to take Your Word and shine it all around. But 

first help me just to live it, Lord. And when I'm doing 

well, help me to never seek a crown, for my reward 

is giving glory to You. 

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: ???? 


