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15

Using The Discipline of Intimacy 
for Individual or Group Study

We have created a series of companion videos for The Discipline of Intimacy 
in which Charlie Cleverly unpacks the theme of each chapter. The videos 
can be used in your personal devotions or as an introduction if you’re 
using this book as a group study. The videos are available to stream from 
www.DisciplineofIntimacy.com.

When using this book in a group, we suggest encouraging people to read 
the corresponding chapter before arriving each session. In order to make lead-
ing a group through The Discipline of Intimacy an easy task, we recommend 
using the following structure:

1. Welcome and icebreaker. If your group all know each other well, 
this is the easy part. However, if you have new people or a new group, 
then spend a little time encouraging participants to introduce themselves. 
A welcoming refreshment and some quiet worship music played in the 
background can help to make people feel comfortable. 

2. Play the video. Play the video from that week’s chapter to the group, 
either streaming to your set-top box or smart TV or, if that isn’t possible, 
playing through a laptop or a similar device.

3. Discussion questions. Lead the group in a discussion using the study 
questions provided at the end of each chapter as a guide. Encourage people 
to contribute, watching out for those who may want to share something 
but are nervous or shy, and not allowing the more confident participants to 
dominate the discussion. 
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16 The Discipline of Intimacy

4. Prayer and refreshments. Give time at the end of each session for 
prayer if that is something your group is comfortable with. There may be 
those who have been moved or inspired to act on something following the 
discussion and are seeking support; there may be some who feel stirred to 
seek God and His will for them. Finish with refreshments and a time of 
fellowship. 
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Part 1

PRAYER AS OUR 
FIRST LOVE

The meaning of earthly existence lies not, as we have grown used 
to thinking, in prospering but in the development of the soul.

- Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Cancer Ward
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1.

Our lifelong nostalgia, our longing to be reunited with something 
in the universe from which we now feel cut off, to be on the inside 

of some door which we have always seen from the outside, is no 
mere neurotic fancy, but the truest index of our real situation. 

And to be at last summoned inside would be both glory and honour 
beyond all our merits and also the healing of that old ache.

- C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory

O my delight, Lord of all created things and my 
God! How long must I wait to see you? 

- Theresa of Avila, Let Nothing Trouble You

Then I with the multitude of my redeemed
Shall enter Heaven long absent, and return,

Father to see thy face, wherein no cloud
Of anger shall remain, but peace assured

And reconcilement; wrath shall be no more
Thenceforth, but in thy presence joy entire. 

- John Milton, Paradise Lost
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I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and 
kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was 
on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus. On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, 
and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet, which 
said: ‘Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven 
churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, 
Philadelphia and Laodicea.’

I turned round to see the voice that was speaking to me. 
And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among 
the lampstands was someone like a son of man, dressed in a 
robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around 
his chest. The hair on his head was white like wool, as white 
as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like 
bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound 
of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and 
coming out of his mouth was a sharp, double-edged sword. 
His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance …

[Then he said,] ‘To the angel of the church in Ephesus 
write:

‘… I know your deeds, your hard work and your perse-
verance.… You have persevered and have endured hardships 
for my name, and have not grown weary. 

‘Yet I hold this against you: you have forsaken the love 
you had at first. Consider how far you have fallen! Repent 
and do the things you did at first.’ 

- Revelation 1:9-2:7
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’

The book of Revelation opens with the beloved disciple – obedient John, who 
had been leaning on the heart of Jesus at the Last Supper and present at Jesus’ 
crucifixion – now on the island of Patmos. He is in exile, in prison effectively, 
because of the testimony of Jesus. We might think his influence is over and 
that his life is wasting away. But in Revelation 1:10 we learn that John is 
in the spirit on the Lord’s day. Even in exile, he has a discipline of prayer it 
seems. And he has a vision in the place of prayer, a vision of the love of God 
and of God the lover that will speak to twenty centuries and more of seekers 
of God and which still speaks today. 

Prior to the vision, John is cut off from his churches by a decree from 
unholy Rome, the current power. The gospel has apparently been a weak 
attempt to resist unstoppable evil. Two generations after Pentecost everything 
John believed and preached looks like a disaster. And then, without anything 
happening on the ground – no earthquake to change the face of the earth; no 
revolution to change the government – John is on his feet. He has a message. 
He has a job. He has a means of bringing God home to the people and the 
gospel to the world.1 The difference between John the prisoner and John the 
pastor is a vision of Christ in the place of prayer. This is the power of prayer.

John sees Christ in the place of prayer and it changes everything – and 
he has a message that we would do well to listen to – some iconic words to 
describe our human condition: ‘I know your deeds, your hard work and your 
perseverance … You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, 
and have not grown weary. Yet I hold this against you: you have forsaken the love 
you had at first’ (Rev. 2:2-4). 
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30 The Discipline of Intimacy

It is remarkable, if we pause to consider it, how this so perfectly expresses 
the state of so many of us today. We are hardworking, and persevering, but 
God is holding out his hands to us, wanting to woo us back to our first love. 

This ‘first love’ calling is revealed throughout Scripture. Moses describes 
the first commandment of God to ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your strength’ (Deut. 6:5), then Jesus repeats 
this when asked what is the greatest commandment. Later, when the risen 
Jesus meets the one who denied him three times, he only has one question for 
Peter, and it is about this question of love: ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ 
(John 21:15-17). It is clear this ‘first love’ matters. It is my conviction that 
‘first love’ is another name for prayer. 

The parallels between intimate love for God and romantic love between 
husband and wife are often present in the Bible. The prophets Isaiah and 
Hosea define it and the wise King Solomon speaks of it in the wonderful 
Song of Songs which can be read as a manual for the progression of prayer 
and ‘finding our voice’ and developing fearless, healed intimacy with God. 
I have written elsewhere extensively on this and will not say more here.2 
The apostle Paul refers to Christ’s love for the church as being mirrored by 
a husband’s for his wife. And Jesus refers to himself as the Bridegroom that 
we await and, here in Revelation, wants the church to come back to their 
first love.

Some years ago, my wife Anita and I were doing a marriage seminar in a 
summer conference and a couple came up to us at the end asking for prayer. 
The problem was that they had not made love for seven years. I sensed the 
pain and desolation as we talked about what had led to this. Difficult relation-
ships with teenagers had gradually crowded out all intimacy. The man said, 
‘My wife goes up to bed and my daughter talks to her in the bedroom for so 
long I don’t feel welcome.’ His wife said, ‘Yes but you go to sleep on the couch 
downstairs and don’t come to bed until 2am. I am just too tired by then!’ Had 
they ever talked to anyone about this? No, never. I asked her if she would like 
to rediscover intimacy and she replied without hesitation, ‘Yes!’ Her husband 
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 31

then shot an amazed and hopeful glance her way. I said there was not much 
time to do more than to pray, and that they needed to talk about it together 
more but I sensed there was hope. Sometimes just the act of bringing a hid-
den secret, a subject of shame, out in the open is sufficient to give people the 
desire of their hearts – in this case, a restored, intimate marriage. 

At the end of the week the same couple came up to us and, with smiles 
bigger than their faces, began to thank us. I was slightly embarrassed to know 
what question to ask, but they assured me that they had ‘come back to their 
first love’ in every sense of the term!

I believe we can see this story as a parable. Many walk through life long-
ing for intimacy with God but not finding it. They are sleeping through it, or 
too busy to make way for it or feel rejection for different past reasons. Many 
sit in our churches week after week without this precious pearl. At the risk of 
causing some eyebrows to be raised, I want to say that intimacy with God is 
just as recoverable as intimacy in marriage. It may be difficult to recover, but 
it is recoverable. And once recovered, it is a joy to maintain, just as intimacy 
within marriage is a joy to maintain!

Many have had the experience of one or more encounters with God. 
They may have been dramatic and on the surface, or calm and contemplative 
in their interior castle. They may have been noisy or quiet. Any encounter 
with the living God, however, will have been, inevitably, life changing. But 
few have managed to maintain or remain available for a life of intimacy with 
God. Hence the parched and thirsty look of so many people in churches 
today. Of course, a mountaintop experience is not for every day. And yet 
intimacy with God can be a daily experience. 

The best example, as ever, is Jesus, who knew the ‘mountaintop’ experi-
ence of the transfiguration, when he was bathed in glory and talked with 
Moses and Elijah – an event so powerful that Peter, who was with him, never 
forgot it (see 2 Pet. 1:18). Yet Jesus also had the discipline to get up ‘very 
early in the morning’ to pray (Mark 1:35). It was this experience of daily 
communion that, we could say, sustained Jesus.
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32 The Discipline of Intimacy

The Bible tells us of those who lived an exemplary life of disciplined 
intimacy:

The psalmists … Psalm 1 talks of the promises associated with a life of 
disciplined meditation – day and night. We are to be like a tree planted by 
streams of water, yielding fruit.

The prophet … Isaiah who, on his mountaintop, ‘saw the Lord, high and 
exalted, seated on a throne’ (Isa. 6:1), also speaks of being wakened morning 
by morning with a word, and of the consolation flowing from those who daily 
talk with the Lord and live in the discipline of intimacy (Isa. 50:4).

The king … Solomon, in Song of Songs 2, if we are prepared to read 
the book allegorically as well as literally, speaks of the swooning, heart-
stopping love affair with God that can be the privilege of those who are 
intimate with God.

The apostles … Paul, Peter and John all speak of this dimension. Paul 
talks of being seated with Christ as a matter of daily fact (Eph. 2:6). Peter also 
knew the sustaining and directing voice of God in times such as this when he 
went up onto a roof at midday to pray (Acts 10). And John, on the island of 
Patmos, seems not to have found it unusual to have been ‘in the spirit on the 
Lord’s day’ (see Rev. 1:10).

As with the couple in the story above, who lost intimacy in their mar-
riage, things can happen which cause us to lose intimacy with God. Jesus 
spoke of the cares of this world which grow up to choke the good seed. So 
the cares of work, and the stress of earning a living in a merciless economic 
climate, can rob us of intimacy with God. Bereavement, tragedy, loss, shame, 
unemployment, disappointed hopes, broken relationships can all choke our 
life hidden with God in Christ. Change, moving house, marriage, work, the 
arrival or departure or absence of children can all take over our lives to such 
an extent that our walk with God is put on the back burner and dries up. This 
section is written to address the question: How can we come back to this first 
love? How can we rediscover intimacy with God? Or how can we discover it 
if we have never experienced it?
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 33

The risen Christ speaks: 

I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I 
know that you cannot tolerate wicked people, that you have 
tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have 
found them false. You have persevered and have endured 
hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. 

Yet I hold this against you: you have forsaken the love 
you had at first. Consider how far you have fallen! Repent 
and do the things you did at first. (Rev. 2:2-5)

In this passage there is a threefold process. The church at Ephesus are to 
remember, repent and renew. First, they are to remember the height from 
which they have fallen; second, they are to repent, change, come back; and 
third, they are to renew … the things they did at first. These are the first 
disciplines we will look at in the great endeavour of recovering the discipline 
of intimacy. 

The Discipline of Remembering

This is a biblical key to so much, and is often recommended by God him-
self. The first chapters of Deuteronomy are all about steps to take ‘lest your 
children forget’ the great acts of deliverance of God from slavery. And one of 
Jesus’ great signs, left for us today, is that of the bread and wine that we are to 
eat and drink ‘in remembrance’. 

As we shall see, even in times of trouble and lament, the prophet resolves: 

I remember my affliction and my wandering,
the bitterness and the gall.

I well remember them,
and my soul is downcast within me.
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34 The Discipline of Intimacy

Yet this I call to mind
and therefore I have hope:

Because of the LORD’s great love we are not consumed,
for his compassions never fail.

They are new every morning;
great is your faithfulness. (Lam. 3:19-23)

The church has been called ‘Cinderella with amnesia’. The act of remem-
bering may be foreign to us and like athletes we may need to put our memories 
into training. 

But what then is it that the risen Christ of Revelation wants us to remember? 
Apparently, it is ‘the height from which we have fallen’. This implies that 

high ground has been lost. In context, remembering that the passage is speak-
ing to the church at Ephesus, we can reasonably believe a key may be in the 
stories of the birth of the church in Ephesus. These are found in Acts 19, which 
speaks of twelve disciples who listened to Paul: ‘“John’s baptism was a baptism 
of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that 
is, in Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptised into the name of the Lord 
Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and 
they spoke in tongues and prophesied’ (Acts 19:4-6). Later on in Ephesus, Paul 
was involved in arguing the cause of the gospel in the lecture hall of Tyrannus 
(a kind of prototype apologetics Alpha or Christianity Explored course). There 
were dramatic scenes of healing and deliverance, people leaving occult practices 
and burning their costly books, as well as persecution and accusation. 

A further key to understanding the meaning of the height from which 
they have fallen is Paul’s teaching to the same Ephesians in his letter to them. 
‘God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were 
dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised 
us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ 
Jesus’ (Eph. 2:4-6).
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 35

All of this shows us that for the Ephesians to remember the height from 
which they had fallen was to remember something that was an event, an 
experience and a theological fact and lifestyle. The first step, then, to coming 
back to our first love and to intimacy with God is to remember our steps to 
faith in Christ. For myself, until the age of twenty-four I was not a Christian. 
I became convinced about Jesus through my girlfriend’s insistence that I read 
the Bible with an open mind. As I did so, I was deeply drawn to Christ: I felt 
his magnetic pull. I argued vainly with the girlfriend (who later became my 
wife), and wrote letters refuting the arguments in books like Mere Christianity, 
which I had been lent. But I knew that the Bible rang true, and as soon as I 
understood the arguments about the evidence for the resurrection, I began to 
see they were convincing. 

I wondered why I was so reluctant to become a Christian and realised 
that I was intellectually prejudiced against believing. I had studied French en-
lightenment literature and the existentialists at Oxford University, and all my 
training told me that to believe was to commit intellectual suicide! I began 
to go to church occasionally to see if the church matched up to what I was 
reading about. Then one Sunday morning I heard a strong call to conversion 
from the pulpit of a church in Oxford and, in a prayer with the pastor after 
the service, surrendered to Christ. The effects were not immediate, but the 
next morning when I woke up, it was as if someone had turned on the lights. 
It was as if the whole world up to then had been black and white, and now 
was suddenly filled with colour. I began to devour the Bible, reading whole 
books of it at one gulp. This is a height to remember.

The Ephesians might have remembered their experience of baptism in 
water, or how as hands were laid on them, they spoke in tongues and prophe-
sied for the first time. They may have remembered burning their occult books 
or being healed or delivered from oppression. Do you have an experience of 
these things? I remember the time I first had what I would call an experience 
of the fullness of the Holy Spirit, speaking to God in a new language and 
prophesying. Some months after my conversation, I began actively seeking 
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36 The Discipline of Intimacy

him. I had become thirsty for a more biblical experience of a relationship with 
God. I longed to pray and hear his voice. 

To cut a long story short, I found myself at a gathering of Christians where 
this passage of Acts 19 was being preached and prayer was being offered for those 
who wanted to ‘receive the Spirit’ or who wanted the Spirit to ‘come upon them’ as 
seems to be the Ephesians’ experience. The speaker prayed for me and I was taken 
up into the presence of God. I remember going away alone into a field afterwards 
and just sitting for an hour gazing on the beauty of Christ and speaking to my 
Father in the new language that was pouring out of me. This unlocked a period of 
intimacy with the Father and healing through Christ which was a period of ‘first 
love’. I began to understand the things Paul speaks about in Ephesians 1 and 2. 
There he says that we are blessed in the heavenly realms with every spiritual bless-
ing in Christ. He says that we have been marked in him with a seal, the promised 
Holy Spirit. Paul is praying that we will have the eyes of our hearts enlightened, 
that we may know the hope to which he has called us, the riches of his glorious 
inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. 
He also says that God, even when we were dead in our transgressions and sins, 
made us alive with Christ. By grace we have been saved and raised up with him 
and seated in the heavenly realms of Christ Jesus. These mysteries become clear to 
us as God pours his love into our hearts and shows us Jesus and his magnificent 
loving work of reconciling us to the Father.

Dear Reader, do you know and experience these things today? Have you 
perhaps never known this, or have you perhaps, like I have at times, aban-
doned your first love? If you have abandoned this, then take time to do the 
first ‘spiritual discipline’ – remember! Remember the height from which you 
have fallen. Take time now to remember. 

For Those Who Have Nothing to Remember

Perhaps you really do not have such an experience to look back on, when, 
having discovered Christ, the Holy Spirit spoke to your spirit and said that 
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 37

you are a child of God. If so, my advice is to ask for it in prayer. You could 
say something like this:

Lord Jesus, I am thirsty to know God. I am hungry for the Bread of 
Life. I want to know you. I am so sorry for the years when I forgot 
about you. I have gone away from your ways like a lost sheep. I am 
so sorry. I want to come back to you, the Good Shepherd. Thank you 
that you died on the cross instead of me. Now please come and take 
up residence in all the rooms of my life. Come in as my Lord and as 
my Shepherd. Lead me to the water of life. Fill me with your Spirit. 
I love you. Please fill me with your love. Amen.

This kind of prayer is powerful. It may be good to talk with someone 
about all this and be in prayer for ‘more’ with others as was the experience of 
the Ephesians in the passage we are looking at. 

It is wise to pause for a moment to reflect on this expression ‘the height’, 
or the words of Paul that we are ‘seated with Christ in the heavenly realms’. 
It seems that it is part of the inheritance of the Christian to be able to come 
in to the presence of the Father. This is in a way the whole subject of this 
book, that this is the daily inheritance of every believer. And once we are in 
the glorious presence of the Father, then we will pray. Later, we will look at 
different intercessors and compare notes with them, as it were. But for now, 
let us make a distinction between the next emotional quick fix, and settling 
into the peace and joyful embrace of our ‘first love’. How quickly, instead of 
remembering, we forget. 

T.S. Eliot describes this in his poem ‘Little Gidding’, where he evidently 
refers to the call of Christ:

With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
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38 The Discipline of Intimacy

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.…

A condition of complete simplicity
(Costing not less than everything)
And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well.3

Sometimes, says Elliot, coming into the love of God will indeed be to 
‘arrive where we started’ – as we have been saying. 

‘Remember the height from which you have fallen.’ Soon we will look at 
the experiences of different intercessors. We will see that they are each in the 
heights with God. We will see Abraham holding on and pleading for Sodom 
and Gomorrah; we can think of Moses asking God to ‘show me your glory’. Of 
Moses it has been said: ‘Intimate though he was with God, his intimacy did not 
abate the necessity of prayer. This intimacy only brought clearer insight into the 
nature and necessity of prayer, and led him to see the greater obligations to pray, 
and to discover the larger results of praying’.4 We will consider the secret history 
of Hannah, desperately pleading out of barrenness, holding on as it were to the 
hem of Christ’s garment before breaking through to fruitfulness. We will look 
at the brokenness of Joel, calling a whole nation into the presence of the living 
God; at Jeremiah’s gift of tears, so frequently found today; or Isaiah, who called 
for watchmen to join him on the heights of the walls and to give themselves no 
rest. We will look at Paul’s discipline of intimacy, he who knew about the height 
so much that he was ‘caught up to the third heaven’ and heard ‘inexpressible 
things, things that no one is permitted to tell’ (2 Cor. 12:2-4). 

We will learn from the master Jesus, whose great longing was that his house 
should be a house of – what? Small groups? Seeker-sensitive services? Community 
and social action? Ancient-Future liturgy? Cool Cultural Communication? No! 
Just a house of prayer. A house of prayer for all nations. A place where all 
humanity can come into, or come back to, a love affair with God.
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John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 39

The Discipline of Repentance

The second piece of advice given to those who have abandoned their first 
love is to practise the discipline of repentance. Repentance involves essentially 
change. It is not nearly as popular as other ‘R’ words today – revival, renewal, 
restoration – but it is perhaps more biblical and more essential. It is a change 
of heart and a change of action. It may involve tears. It may be the work of a 
moment or it may take time. If it is a deep move of God in our lives, it is good 
not to be in a hurry over it. 

The Gift of Tears

I remember a young teenage girl in Brazil coming forward after a meeting and 
weeping for many minutes. She was inconsolable. When we asked her what was 
going on, she said, ‘My father is not a Christian, but tonight I can believe he will 
become one. I am weeping out of gratitude, but also out of regret that I have not 
prayed for him more, and talked to him more. I am resolving to change’.

Sometimes tears will come as we regret our neglect of intimacy with God. 
You can feel this regret under the surface in Song of Songs 5: 

I slept but my heart was awake. Listen! My beloved is knock-
ing … I have taken off my robe – must I put it on again? I 
have washed my feet – must I soil them again? … I arose to 
open for my beloved, and my hands dripped with myrrh, 
my fingers with flowing myrrh, on the handles of the bolt. 
I opened for my beloved, but my beloved had left; he was 
gone. My heart sank at his departure. I looked for him but 
did not find him. I called him but he did not answer.

The church fathers speak about this ‘gift of tears’. For example, Gregory 
of Nyssa wrote: ‘When I start to remember [St Ephrem’s] floods of tears, I 
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40 The Discipline of Intimacy

myself begin to weep, for it is almost impossible to pass dry-eyed through the 
ocean of his tears. There was never a day or night … when his vigilant eyes 
did not appear bathed in tears.’5

Many Bible passages speak of grief and tears in prayer. One such is 
Zechariah 12:10: ‘And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabit-
ants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, 
the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for 
an only child, and grieve bitterly for him, as one grieves for a firstborn son.’

Secular singers, like Paul Simon, also seem to think tears are a natural 
expression of regret: 

If I could play all the memories in the neck of my guitar
I’d write a song called … a necklace of tears
And every tear a sin I’d committed oh these many years
That’s who I was: that’s the way it’s always been.6

As the spirit of prayer is poured out, the tears of regret flow. This is a 
precious gift that is evident when the Spirit of God is poured out. Often there 
is a mingling of grief and relief – tears of relief that there is hope in God and 
tears of grief that we have neglected him. 

For Those Who Cannot Cry

Often, we meet those who say that they can’t cry because of their upbringing. 
Jeremiah expresses this: ‘Oh, that my head were a spring of water and my eyes 
a fountain of tears! I would weep day and night for the slain of my people’ 
(Jer. 9:1). Being around those who can cry may help us to get in touch with 
the burden of the Holy Spirit. Perhaps this is why Jeremiah says later: ‘Call 
for the wailing women to come; send for the most skilful of them. Let them 
come quickly and wail over us till our eyes overflow with tears and water 
streams from our eyelids’ (vv. 17-18). During the past years, I have sometimes 
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seen men overcome with grief weeping in the place of prayer. It is not that we 
need to become maudlin and emotional, but as deep calls to deep and as the 
Spirit of God falls, we may find this mixture of repentance and intercession 
coming upon us with tears. 

Many of us will find ourselves blocked off from this precious gift of tears 
because of past pain in our lives. I myself stopped crying at the age of four-
teen when, out of the blue, my parents got divorced. I dried up emotionally 
overnight. I resolved from then on to be brave and to protect myself against 
any further pain. But inside I was bleeding. It wasn’t until ten years later, at 
the time of being filled with the Holy Spirit, and with the help of my wife, 
that I dared to express what I was feeling and began to cry again – tears of 
repentance for my hardness of heart, and tears of relief because the Holy 
Spirit was telling my spirit that I was a child of God. They were the tears of 
another prodigal coming home.

If you feel this is ‘just not British’, you may well be right. I have been 
intrigued by Jeremy Paxman’s book The English. In it he quotes Alan Bennett’s 
definition, saying the English are ‘“conceived in irony. We float in it from the 
womb. It’s the amniotic fluid. It’s the silver sea … the waters at their priest-
like task: washing away guilt and purpose and responsibility. Joking but not 
joking. Caring but not caring. Serious but not serious.” It captures one of the 
essentials of Englishness’.7

It was not ever thus in the UK. In fact in times of revival tears were one 
mark of God’s particular presence. In the eighteenth century the British Isles 
experienced revival – a glorious sense of the presence of God. At the time that 
France underwent a bloody revolution, in the UK tens of thousands came to 
Christ. One mark of these times was tears. 

In 1742 in Cambuslang, Glasgow, George Whitefield preached to over 
20,000 in a week-long tent meeting and wrote in his journal of the extraordinary 
scenes: ‘For about an hour and a half, there was such weeping, so many falling 
into deep distress.’8 Scenes of Pentecostal power followed as the entire culture 
shifted on a hinge. 
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Perhaps it is because we are all afraid of emotionalism and are searching 
for ‘real’ Christianity. In that case, let me recommend the imitation of Jesus 
himself of whom it was said, ‘During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered 
up prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to the one who could 
save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission’ 
(Heb. 5:7). Jesus wept at the tomb of Lazarus and he wept in Gethsemane. 
But it seems also from this insight into his life that weeping intercession was 
a part of his daily walk. Let us be imitators of him.

Repentance Is Not Only Tears

Repentance is primarily a change of mind and action. When the Ephesians were 
exhorted to remember and to repent, it was a call to change their forgetful ways 
and come back to intimacy. In Acts 19, repentance involved burning books on 
the occult. In our church in Paris, I knew this to be necessary for some, as a sign 
of hating sin and desiring radical change. For some of us the problem may be 
an idolatry of wealth – a materialism which deadens us and keeps us running 
with no time for God. We have a life which is the very opposite to that of living 
by faith. We need to repent. For others it may be bitterness, unforgiveness or 
anger which haunts us and which we need to confess. For others, repentance 
may involve giving up internet sites filled with pornography, or the giving up 
of habits of television watching that wash our minds with images that rob us of 
our first love of God. This is one example of spiritual adultery that often needs 
radical action today. I remember a young man coming forward for prayer once 
who was looking to be filled with the Holy Spirit. But he had a problem which 
he wanted to confess: addiction to pornography. His marriage six months ear-
lier had not helped him to break free from something he was ashamed of. He 
had never talked to anyone about the problem, but as he brought it out into 
the open, and as we prayed, God answered, the bondage was broken, and he 
became free. The results were that he was filled to overflowing with the love of 
God and rediscovered his ‘first love’.
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The same is true of screen and phone addiction. This can wash our brains 
of any hunger for God. The thing needed is to repent. For both these things, 
it may be good to ask for help. You may find that accountability and asking 
for prayer from others can break the cycle. 

Other events that are healthy in themselves can rob us of intimacy with 
God. I remember talking with a newly married couple who had completely 
interrupted their hitherto effective prayer life when they got married. The 
lack of privacy and time, and the different rhythm of life, had blown apart 
their ‘discipline of intimacy’. They had replaced intimacy with God with 
intimacy with each other … they took stock and resolved to find a way back 
to their ‘first love’. 

E.M. Bounds says: ‘Let us thoroughly understand ourselves and under-
stand this great business of prayer. Our one great business is prayer and we 
will never do it well without arranging the best conditions of doing it well. 
Satan has suffered so much by good praying that all his wily, shrewd and 
ensnaring devices will be used to cripple its performances’.9 We may need to 
repent of getting ensnared and break free. 

Often, in addition, pain, loss and bereavement can threaten our fruitful-
ness like the winter frost can kill a poorly rooted plant. Some twenty years ago 
our family went through a tragedy that still affects our lives today. Our first, 
beautiful, apparently perfect son died in his sleep without any explanation. 
It was a cot death (or ‘SIDS’) – something that I had hardly heard of at the 
time, although within days I became an expert on the subject. My wife and 
daughters and I entered a period of colourless existence in a desert where 
there was little spiritual water; a desert in which Anita showed her incredible 
strength and deep love and trust for God. For myself, I went through the mo-
tions. I was a pastor, preaching about the love of God, but wondering why he 
had not answered my prayer and healed my son as I’d held the limp body in 
my arms in that cold hospital and called out to him. I knew without a shadow 
of a doubt about the hope of my resurrection; I knew that the promise was for 
me and my children (Acts 2:39). But my wife and I missed our son terribly.

Discipline of Intimacy-INT.indd   43 5/30/19   12:56 PM



44 The Discipline of Intimacy

Then three years later, when I least expected it, I was ‘surprised by joy’. I was 
assisting at a conference on the kingdom of God. The coffee break came and 
the preacher came over to me and prayed for me. Suddenly it was as if heaven 
opened. I felt the weight of the glory of God come down. The preacher moved 
off, to be replaced by one of his team, who asked me what I thought was going 
on. I said I felt that I was aware, physically, of his love. I felt God was speaking 
to me about this event. I still didn’t understand what had happened to my son 
but I knew that God the Father loved me. It was as if the cloak of glory was upon 
me, and I could hear his voice telling me, ‘Charlie, my son, I love you. You don’t 
have to strive. You don’t have to prove anything. I am for you. You are my son 
in whom I am well pleased.’ I was crying and laughing at the same time, tears of 
grief and of relief. I got up from that encounter a new person. It was a time of 
profound transformation which is what repentance is. It was the mercy and love 
of God that had wooed me to repentance, but repentance there surely was, and 
there was a deep change. Whereas for the past three years I could hardly listen to a 
sermon about healing without feeling physically sick, now, although I still did not 
understand why my son had not been healed in the sense I and Anita had prayed 
for so desperately, I knew afresh that Jesus is the healer, for he had healed me! I 
was keen to pray for the healing and comfort of others with the comfort I myself 
had received from God (2 Cor. 1:3-4). And as for intimacy with God, I couldn’t 
wait to get alone with him, and come back to the love I’d had at the beginning.

Some reading this chapter may be in the dark night of the soul. You are 
perhaps in the middle of the ‘evil day’ (Eph. 6:13 ESV). I gently encourage 
you to hang on and look forward to the deliverance of God, when the winter 
ends and the spring comes again, and he gives you a time of sweet repentance. 

Renew – Do the Things You Did at First

All over the world, God is calling his people back to their first love. When we 
come back to the sweet presence of God and back to our first love, we may 
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feel it is a contradiction in terms to ‘do the things we did at first’. We don’t 
want to do things; we want intimacy. But this is to misunderstand the nature 
of these things. Throughout this book we will look at different disciplines 
learnt from the Bible’s praying heroes. Some are ancient practices – and some 
new, such as ‘headphone time’. But to conclude this introductory chapter, 
here are ten steps to take to renew the love you had at first:

Steps to Intimacy

1. Make a rendezvous first thing each day. 
Just as in a marriage great gain can be had when the couple have a date night 
regularly, so with the God of heaven, it is good to keep a regular time or 
times with him. It is my sense that he seems to prefer the morning! Perhaps 
this is because it is then that we are preparing for the day ahead of us. As 
they say: ‘The band doesn’t tune up after the performance’. Find a special 
place and choose a special time. Just as in a marriage it is not only good to 
communicate and listen well every day, but also good to go away alone for 
special times of marriage renewal, so special days of retreat can significantly 
renew our walk with God. As regards the daily discipline, many agree that 
there is nothing better than early in the morning, before the concerns and 
rush of the day have come upon us. The psalmist says, ‘Early will I seek 
you’; Isaiah talks of being ‘woken morning by morning’ with a word. And 
Jesus was up ‘very early in the morning’ to pray. So, if you want to do the 
things you did at first, it is probable that they will include time with him 
early. For some of us this will require drastic action. I remember David 
Watson telling us that once, when living in community, he was so keen to 
seek God early that he bought two alarm clocks. One he set for 6 am in his 
room. The other he put in the corridor outside set at 6:10 am. If he failed 
to get up with the first alarm, the whole household would know that he had 
overslept again! 
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2. Remember how to climb into the presence of God.
Through the atonement of Christ, we have access to the presence of the 
Father. This is the heart of the matter. But it is good to remember how you 
knew the presence of God around you and upon you at the beginning or 
how you have best experienced the presence of God. For some it is through 
worship: if so, put on some worship music. For some it is through confes-
sion of sin, although for others this will come later. For some it is a gradual 
progression as in Psalm 95: declaring the deeds of God, then declaring who 
he is – a shepherd – and who we are – the sheep of his pasture. Then it is 
that we humble ourselves and bow down. Physical posture is important for 
some, irrelevant for others. I find it helpful to stand with my hands uplifted 
at times, or to be stretched out on my face (taking care not to fall asleep!). 
Psalm 95 says the same: ‘Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel 
before the LORD our Maker’ (v. 6). Physical positioning can be good to 
match a spiritual truth. 

3. Learn to be a lover of God.
Bernard de Clairvaux wrote: ‘Let love enkindle your zeal, let knowledge in-
form it, let constancy strengthen it. Keep it fervent, discreet, courageous. 
See it is not tepid, or temerarious, or timid. See for yourself if those three 
commands are not prescribed in the law when God says: “You shall love the 
LORD your God with your whole heart, your whole soul and your whole 
strength.”’10

It is such a privilege to draw near to God and to love him. The door for 
communion stands ajar, but it is rare to find people who enter the holy place 
daily. Too busy, too tired, too bent by care, we need to straighten up and 
worship. But it has been said: ‘Come near to the holy men and women of the 
past and you will soon feel the heat of their desire after God. They mourned 
for Him, they prayed and wrestled and sought for Him day and night, in 
season and out, and when they had found Him the finding was all the sweeter 
for the long seeking.’11
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This ‘embrace’ is well expressed by the saints of old. For example, Thérèse 
de Lisieux said this of her love for Jesus: 

I was at the dangerous time of life for young girls, but God 
did for me what Ezekiel recounts. Passing by me, Jesus saw 
that I was ripe for love. He plighted His troth to me and I 
became His. He threw his cloak about me, washed me with 
water and anointed me with oil, clothed me with fine linen 
and silk and decked me with bracelets and priceless gems. 
He fed me on wheat and honey and oil and I had matchless 
beauty and He made me a queen. Jesus did all that for me, 
Jesus did all that for me.12

She speaks, as others do like her, in terms of almost disturbing intimacy. Yet 
if we are called first to love God with all our heart, we should not be surprised 
if we are drawn to expressing this love in similar terms. I encourage you to try. 
For example, why not try writing a love poem for God. This may be challenging 
if you are not in the habit of ‘expressing love’ to Jesus. But it may lead to break-
through. It may be what is longed for even by God. He may be saying to you 
these old words: ‘My dove in the clefts of the rock, … show me your face, let 
me hear your voice; for your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely’ (Song 2:14). 

4. Learn the art of Bible meditation.
My early life as a Christian was much influenced by Campbell McAlpine, 
a man whose messages often referred to the riches to be gained from Bible 
meditation.13 What is Bible meditation as opposed to transcendental or yogic 
meditation? It is eating the words of the Bible and being nourished by them. 
It is allowing the words of Jesus to feed our souls. Just as a cow chews the 
grass again and again to extract nourishment, so we can turn a phrase from 
Scripture over in our hearts until we are fed. Lectio Divina is a powerful disci-
pline that can help us to meditate on the context of, for example, an incident 
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in the life of Christ. We can imagine the sights, sounds, colours and smells, 
and hear the words as if addressed to us, and since the Christ who spoke them 
is outside time, they can become his ‘now’ words to us today. But above all, 
we are turning over the words of the Bible in our minds and applying them 
to heal, instruct, fortify and equip our hearts. The psalmist speaks tellingly of 
this discipline of intimacy: 

Blessed is the one who does not walk in step with the wicked 
or stand in the way that sinners take or sit in the company 
of mockers, but whose delight is in the law of the LORD, and 
who meditates on his law day and night. That person is like 
a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in 
season and whose leaf does not wither – whatever they do 
prospers. (Ps. 1:1-3)

Clearly, in this text, there is a deep love for the ‘law of the LORD’, so 
much so that the psalmist delighted in it. Do you have that experience? The 
psalmist is so delighted that he is meditating day and night. As we come back, 
remember, repent, we too will find renewed intimacy with God.

In Psalm 119 (a good place to start for all those wishing to come back to 
their first love) we read: ‘Your statutes are wonderful; therefore I obey them. 
The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple. 
I open my mouth and pant, longing for your commands’ (vv. 129-131).

We can pray with this psalm: ‘Open my eyes that I may see wonderful 
things in your law’ (v. 18).

Or we can add to our meditation the discipline of memorising: ‘I have 
hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you’ (v. 11).

5. Learn the discipline of listening to the voice of God.
This is important and mysterious. But our God is a God who speaks. And 
we may need to tune out other noises to hear him. The Bible says he speaks 

Discipline of Intimacy-INT.indd   48 5/30/19   12:56 PM



John on Patmos: ‘First Love Christianity’ 49

through nature – ‘the heavens declare the glory of God’ (Ps. 19:1); through 
visions, through a burden that he may give to us. We can and should ask the 
Holy Spirit to speak to us, particularly to convict us of sin. The Bible speaks 
of God waking his servants in the night, or speaking to them in shrouded, 
mysterious ways. We know also that there are times of silence, the silence of 
God, when the word of the Lord is rare. 

But the way that God has mostly chosen to speak to us is through his Word. 
In a chapter later on ‘finding a rule of life’, we will speak more of this, and particu-
larly the powerful practice of Lectio Divina. But the fact is, if we will let him, ‘he 
wakens morning by morning, he wakens mine ear to hear’ (Isa. 50:4 KJV).

6. Learn to use a prayer journal.
When I was writing this chapter, my daughter gave me a particularly smart 
prayer journal for Christmas. It has maps and is leather bound, but otherwise 
it is just a book with a page for every day. I appreciate her present every day, 
for it is in this journal that I note down what I feel the Lord is saying to 
me. Particularly I will note down a short passage of Scripture that I want to 
meditate on and consider throughout the day. 

This has been my discipline ever since I became a Christian, although it 
has sometimes waned in times of suffering. A prayer journal is not the same 
as a diary, in that it has to do with intentions and with your walk with God. I 
encourage the use of a journal because it helps us to summarise our God-ward 
thoughts. I sometimes write out an intercessory prayer, a bit like writing a 
letter to God, as I find I can be clearer about the longing of my heart about a 
subject, and sometimes less sloppy.

Looking back to my journal of twenty years ago, coming out of a time of 
bereavement, and on my ordination retreat, I wrote the following: 

3 July. Praying and fasting in an attempt to meet with the Lord 
Jesus. What happened was that I was led into a meditation on 
these words: 
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Jesus, name above all names. Above all others, you are 
Lord. You are stronger than presidents and princes, bankers and 
bishops, you are stronger than the enemy and above death. 

Beautiful Saviour. You saved me from a life of aimless emp-
tiness and this year have saved my son from death. You save Anita 
and me from despair. 

Glorious Lord. You are bright and so strong in holiness. We 
burn in your presence. Our hearts burn in us when we approach 
you in worship. Glory and honour are your garments. You are 
Lord and captain of our lives. 

Emmanuel, God is with us. I had forgotten that you really 
are inside me, making your home there. No doubt that’s why a 
song of praise so often wells up to you. The Holy Spirit flows over. 

Blessed Redeemer. For a lost mankind, you paid the 
redemption price: your blessed Son. How torn and battered and 
bitter is the world. And yet God was in Christ reconciling all 
things to himself.

Living Word. Not only are you alive, but you speak to us 
as well, and your words bring life to the lost, the broken, the 
captive – such as me!

After this meditation, as I sought to hear from the ‘dear, 
darling only Son of God, Jesus Christ’, he began to speak to me 
from his Word.14

A journal can be an expression of our passionate love for God in the same 
way that a love letter can be to our beloved.

7. Learn to be equipped for ministry in the day to come.
The prophet Isaiah speaks of how, as we listen to God in prayer early in the 
morning, we will be equipped for the day ahead. This is in a way also the 
birthplace of the prophetic ministry. Isaiah 50:4 says: ‘The Sovereign LORD 
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has given me a well-instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the 
weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one 
being instructed.’ 

As we spend time soaking in the presence of God and meditating on his 
Word, perhaps noting down what he is saying to us, perhaps just enjoying his 
presence, often he will be showing us ‘the word that sustains the weary’. We 
find that when we meet someone in need later in the day, the word we have 
been considering will be precisely what is needed to build up and sustain that 
weary person. Why is it that so many Christians are ineffective and powerless? 
Surely it is because they are not allowing the Word to dwell in them richly 
each day. Jesus himself illustrates this in the famous incident in Mark 1 when 
he gets up early in the morning to pray. His disciples come and find him and 
say, ‘Everyone is looking for you!’ The reply of Jesus, in my opinion, flows 
out of his time with the Father. He says, ‘Let us go somewhere else – to the 
nearby villages – so that I can preach there also. That is why I have come’ 
(v. 38). He is being led out of intimacy into his day’s ministry, with direction 
and sustenance from God.

The discipline of a journal helps us in this way as we can look back and 
remember how we believe God has been leading us. In the year I wrote this, 
I was so encouraged to look back at my journal for New Year’s Eve. At the 
start of the year, I had felt God say to me, ‘Prepare for the harvest.’ I noted 
down and meditated on the verse: ‘Open your eyes and look at the fields! 
They are ripe for harvest’ (John 4:35). I had forgotten this when later in 
the year, we had planned a week of events for our friends and neighbours in 
Paris. The results exceeded our dreams: we stumbled, as it were, on a harvest, 
with people coming to Christ through most unlikely routes. For example, a 
Muslim woman had a dream in which the Lord was called Jesus. She went to 
the Mairie (the town hall) to find out where to find Jesus but was told that the 
council workers were not equipped to tell her how to find Jesus. She returned 
home disappointed but then she had a second dream in which she saw a 
woman who, she was told, would lead her to Jesus. A couple of days later 
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she had a knock on the door; there was the woman, a Christian visiting from 
Africa, whom she had never met but recognised from her dream. This woman 
then brought her to our church and to Christ. The fields were ripening for 
harvest, and God was prompting his church to be ready. My journal showed 
me he had been preparing for a long time.

8. Learn to pray.
When we ‘do the things we did at first’, it may be that one of those things 
is to pray the prayer that Jesus taught us. The fact is that when the disciples 
came to Jesus, it was not to ask him to teach them to preach, nor ask him to 
teach them to heal the sick, but to teach them to pray. It is worth reflecting on 
why this is: perhaps because it is too difficult, so completely beyond the wit 
of man, unless he catches it from heaven. Or perhaps it was because they saw 
that the source of Jesus’ power to teach, heal and deliver was in his discipline 
of intimacy. They glimpsed perhaps that Jesus walked with the Father and 
communed with the Father, and were thirsty for the same relationship. The 
next chapters will examine other intercessors in the Bible and how exactly 
they entered the reality of intimacy with God, but before we move on to 
them, let us pause for a moment with Jesus himself and his precious advice. 

9. Learn to speak.
Tucked away in Jesus’ reply to the request ‘Teach us to pray’ is the little phrase 
‘when you pray, say …’. It may seem obvious, but prayer needs to be expressed 
in words. There is a place for contemplation, silence, gazing on the beauty of 
the Lord. There is silence in heaven. But many of us don’t need to learn to be 
silent, but to speak. The human being has been so designed that his thoughts 
often only take form and become coherent as they are spoken or written. 
Shakespeare understood this when he gave this advice to someone grieving: 
‘Ne’er keep your hat upon your brow: Give sorrow words!’15 

Even if the prayer is silent, it is good for it to be uttered, as with Hannah, 
of whom it was said, while she prayed for a child, ‘Her lips were moving 
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but her voice was not heard’ (1 Sam. 1:13). Her prayer was articulate, full 
of content and specific, as we shall see later. Many who are beginning in 
prayer and intimacy with God would do well to speak out their hearts, their 
requests, their praise. The apostle James said, ‘You do not have because you 
do not ask God’ (James 4:2). Often prayer dries up, because we do not take 
the simple step of speaking out loud. It may be a shock to the system to have 
our tongues untied, but if we will apply this simple discipline, we will find it 
bears much fruit.

We may be hesitant because Jesus’ teaching comes after he has apparently 
warned against too many words: 

And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they 
love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street 
corners to be seen by others … But when you pray, go into 
your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is 
unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, 
will reward you. And when you pray, do not keep on bab-
bling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because 
of their many words. (Matt. 6:5-7)

The two things the Lord is warning about are first, hypocrisy – praying 
in public rather than in secret. This is a warning we need to heed today. And 
second, the danger of ‘babbling like pagans’, repetitive mantras which are 
not heart-to-heart communication. Jesus is not telling us to be brief and to 
the point; he is telling us first to have a secret history of prayer just between 
us and the Father, and second to be sure we mean what we say and are really 
communicating. We can see he is not against speaking at greater length to 
God from other statements he makes about prayer, notably, when telling the 
story of the unrighteous judge who judges in favour of the widow who will 
not be silent. He adds: ‘And will not God bring about justice for his chosen 
ones, who cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell 
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you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly’ (Luke 18:7-8). Here is a 
clear instruction to ‘cry out to him day and night’. With these things in mind, 
let us dig deeper into Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ request: ‘Teach us to pray’. 

10. Repeat steps 1-9 every day.
We now advance into an adventure in this discipline of intimacy. As we do, 
I will leave you with a health warning: ‘Before we set out on the so-called 
thrilling adventure of prayer, it cannot be too strongly stated that nothing 
more significant, more awe-inspiring, can occur than meeting the God we set 
out to meet. It is essential to realise that we will lose our life in the process: 
the old Adam we are must surely die’.16 

Let us step further into the joy and awe of walking with God.

Chapter 1 Study Questions

1. Remember: Can you remember your conversion or the first time you were 
filled with the Holy Spirit? Can you recall a time when God felt especially 
close or real to you? Write down or share in your group what you can recall 
about the circumstances, the feelings and the effect on your life. 

2. If you haven’t had an experience like this, why not ask God for one? If 
you’re in a group, ask those who have experienced this first love to pray for 
all those who haven’t. If you’re studying on your own, pray something like 
Charlie’s prayer on page 37: ‘Lord Jesus, I am thirsty to know God. I am 
hungry for the Bread of Life. I want to know you. I am so sorry for the years 
when I forgot about you. I have gone away from your ways like a lost sheep. I 
am so sorry. I want to come back to you, the Good Shepherd. Thank you that 
you died on the cross instead of me. Now please come and take up residence 
in all the rooms of my life. Come in as my Lord and as my Shepherd. Lead 
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me to the water of life. Fill me with your Spirit. I love you. Please fill me with 
your love. Amen.’

3. Repent: Is there an area of addiction or idolatry in your life that you need 
to repent of? What is taking the place of the ‘first love’ in your life? Bring it 
to God now. Confessing to a trusted friend or church leader can also often be 
key to finding freedom – when we bring our sins into the light, they lose the 
hold they have over us in the darkness. Consider who you can trust to pray 
with you and help you to return to your first love.

4. Renew: How do you feel about the suggestion of writing a love poem or 
a love letter to God? Could you give it a try, even if it feels awkward? Use 
some verses from the Psalms to get you started, if that helps. Think about 
mentioning each of your senses.
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The Lord’s prayer is not only a prayer but a whole way of 
life expressed in a prayer. It is the image of the gradual 

ascent of the soul from bondage to freedom.
- Metropolitan Anthony, Living Prayer

For sheer power and majesty, no prayer can equal the Paternoster.… It 
is really a total prayer. Its concerns embrace the whole world, from the 
coming of the kingdom to daily bread. It is lifted up to God in every 
conceivable setting. It rises from the altars of the great cathedrals and 

from obscure shanties in unknown places. It is spoken by both children 
and kings. It is prayed at weddings and death-beds alike. The rich and 

poor, the intelligent and the illiterate, the simple and the wise – all speak 
this prayer. As I prayed it this morning, I was joining with the voices 

around the world who pray in this way every day. It is such a complete 
prayer that it seems to reach all people at all times and in all places.

- Richard Foster, Prayer

There is no nobler prayer to be found upon earth than the Lord’s Prayer 
which we daily pray, because it has this excellent testimony, that God loves 
to hear it, which we ought not to surrender for all the riches of the world. 

- Martin Luther, Lord, Teach Us to Pray
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Here’s what I want you to do: Find a quiet, secluded place 
so you won’t be tempted to role-play before God. Just be 
there as simply and honestly as you can manage. The focus 
will shift from you to God, and you will begin to sense his 
grace.… 

This is your Father you are dealing with, and he knows 
better than you what you need. With a God like this loving 
you, you can pray very simply. Like this:

Our Father in heaven,
Reveal who you are.
Set the world right;
Do what’s best—

as above, so below.
Keep us alive with three square meals.
Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others.
Keep us safe from ourselves and the Devil.
You’re in charge!
You can do anything you want!
You’re ablaze in beauty!

Yes. Yes. Yes.
- Matthew 6:6-13 (The Message)
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Jesus: The Master Plan of Prayer

The disciples came to Jesus and said, ‘Teach us to pray.’ What a wonderful gift 
it is that we can be ‘with Christ in the school of prayer’.1 And how we need 
his help for this discipline!

When we look at Jesus’ prayer life, we are struck by its constancy and its 
naturalness, but also by its discipline. By this I mean he clearly lived in the 
presence of his Father, he was always attentive to his voice. Particularly in John’s 
gospel we see Jesus speaking of constant communication with his Father. But 
at the same time, there are times of daily discipline, times of deep communica-
tion, and times of passion and intensity. Such is the beauty of the Master’s life; 
in all fields he is supreme, and particularly so in this field of prayer.

It is hard to know which came first, the discipline or the ease of ‘practising 
the presence’. At any rate, as we saw in the last chapter, Jesus’ habit was to get 
up early, even after a long night of healing the sick and demonised, to spend 
time with the Father (Mark 1:32-38). Jesus’ prayer was not something that kept 
him from doing courageously the work of the kingdom. On the contrary, it led 
him to the lost (v. 38). This needs stressing, because some churches that have 
become involved in the prayer movement have found that after a while fewer 
people are coming to Christ, fewer of the poor are being helped, and so on. If 
this is the case, we have to ask if their prayers are really a Spirit-led exercise. For 
the perfect intercessor became the patient evangelist. Loving God will lead to 
loving the lost. As we have said before, prayer should lead to action.

A second aspect of Jesus’ prayer life is that it was constant. Many inci-
dents in the gospel of John point this out. We see it at the tomb of Lazarus, 
when he prayed out loud for the resurrection of Lazarus but said, ‘Father, I 
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thank you that you have heard me. I knew that you always hear me, but I said 
this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that 
you sent me’ (John 11:41-42). So, for Christ, knowing that God heard him 
always was a fact of life. We see it in the spiritual discussion with the Pharisees 
in John 5, after the healing of the man paralysed for thirty-eight years. He 
says, ‘My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I too am working.’ 
He then adds, ‘Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself; he 
can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does 
the Son also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does’ 
(John 5:17-20). This is a privilege to aspire to, the daily walking with God 
that Jesus exhibits. It is certainly the goal of the discipline of intimacy. The 
lessons learnt early, morning by morning, lead to the ability to listen moment 
by moment to the Father.

A third aspect of Jesus’ praying is that he shows at times the intensity and 
passion characteristic of many intercessors. Jesus talks of always praying and not 
giving up, and of his ‘chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night’ (Luke 
18:1, 7). He himself is described by the writer to the Hebrews as offering up 
‘prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to the one who could save him 
from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission’ (Heb. 5:7), 
as we have seen. He did this in Gethsemane, too, where ‘being in anguish, he 
prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood’ (Luke 22:44). 

Matthew records that, just before the commissioning of the twelve, Jesus’ 
passionate concern was for the people, ‘harassed and helpless, like sheep without 
a shepherd’, which prompted his call to prayer: ‘Ask the Lord of the harvest, 
therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field’ (Matt. 9:36, 38). And we 
can feel his burden also in the poignant sigh over Jerusalem – which is like a 
prophetic prayer: ‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone 
those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a 
hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing’ (Matt. 23:37).

Fourthly, Jesus taught the need for humility and reality, rather than ‘many 
words’ or self-importance. The parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector 
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reminds us that it is better in the sight of God to confess our uselessness and 
to ask for mercy, than to be proud of our prayerfulness. The preface to the 
Lord’s Prayer encourages us not to pile up empty words but to go to our 
Father who is in secret. This is salutary, humbling advice to keep before us as 
we tread into the holy ground of Jesus’ prayer to the Father.

Praying the Lord’s Prayer

For the past twenty years it has been my discipline to pray this prayer nearly 
every day as a set of jumping-off points for deeper prayer. In my experi-
ence nothing is so complete, profound, all-embracing as this discipline of 
intimacy, as taught by Jesus. Sometimes in the watches of the night when 
sleep has fled away, it has been balm to my soul. Often in conferences I 
have led churches and groups through this progression of intercession. It is 
seldom possible to get through it in under an hour. So, if you are looking 
to pray longer and deeper, why look any further? More recently I have been 
encouraged by Ignatius’ idea to pray each phrase – or even each word – with 
a pause between each one, while walking or strolling as a prayer of medita-
tion. I first learnt the discipline of intimacy of praying the Lord’s Prayer 
from John Wimber, who was a father to so many. He taught something 
that is not new, but which is profound, namely to use each phrase as a 
springboard for meditation-inspired intercession.

Our Father

Begin your prayer by worshipping the Father and thanking him for the 
miracle of adoption and free access to his loving presence. In a way this is 
the key to all Christian prayer – to call God ‘Father’. For those whose earthly 
father has been absent or dangerous in some way (even though he may have 
been physically there), it may be hard to trust God as Father. If a visible father 
has turned away from you, how hard to trust an invisible one! Only the Holy 
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Spirit telling your spirit that you are a child of God can lead you to pray ‘Our 
Father, my Father’ and mean it, but the Holy Spirit is a specialist in this area, 
and when you get this, in a way you’ve got everything – healing, purpose, 
hope, family identity, joy and peace in believing! It is like a new birth; indeed, 
it is what Jesus called birth ‘from above’. This is why it is good not to hurry 
over this simple phrase, but to take time to get seated in the heavenly places as 
a child, and if a child then as an heir! For this time, try singing worship songs 
or listening to some anointed, Father-directed worship. Enjoy the heights of 
the Father’s embrace.

In Heaven

It is a good thing for Christians to meditate on heaven. There is a place where 
sorrow and sighing have fled away. When the time comes, we can look for-
ward to a place where he will wipe away every tear from our eyes, and death 
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any 
more, for the former things have passed away, and all is at last, well. 

As we look up to the Father and ‘climb into his presence’ through Christ, 
we can be deeply refreshed by ‘the river’, as many today call the renewing, 
soaking work of the Holy Spirit. And as we stay in the presence, we may, like 
John, see heaven opened.

There will inevitably be a mingling of worship and intercession when 
we think of God as our Father in heaven. Let us pause for a moment and 
consider Martin Luther, who said that he had so much business he could 
not get on without spending three hours a day in prayer. One of his fellow 
ministers gave this report: 

Once I happened to hear him at prayer. Gracious God! What 
spirit and what faith is there in his expressions! He peti-
tions God with as much reverence as if he were in the divine 
presence, and yet with as firm a hope and confidence as he 
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would address a father or a friend. ‘I know’, said he ‘thou art 
our Father and our God: and therefore, I am sure that thou 
wilt bring to naught the persecutors of thy children. For 
shouldest thou fail to do this, thine own cause, being con-
nected with ours, would be endangered. It is entirely thine 
own concern.’ While I was listening to Luther pray in this 
manner, at a distance, my soul seemed on fire within me.2

So, intimacy leads to intercession. But before that, and still in this con-
text of intimacy and worship as we begin to pray, Jesus teaches us to think 
on his name. 

Hallowed Be Your Name

It is interesting that Moses, who perhaps had had more encounters with the 
living God than anyone, was still, even after Mount Sinai, hungering to be 
shown the glory of God. The Lord granted his request, saying, ‘I will cause all 
my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, 
in your presence’ (Ex. 33:19). Then Moses hid himself in the rock, and the 
glory of God and the name of God were revealed: 

Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there 
with him and proclaimed his name, the LORD. And he 
passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The LORD, the 
LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 
abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to 
thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet 
he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the 
children and their children for the sin of the parents to the 
third and fourth generation.’ Moses bowed to the ground 
at once and worshipped. (Ex. 34:5-8)
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We learn from this passage the close link between the glory, the name 
and the character of God. The glory of God is his character: slow to anger, 
just, forgiving, righteous, eternal. And his character is his name. Hence when 
Jesus tells us to hallow the name of God, he is calling us to meditate on his 
character. And, like Moses, we will be drawn to worship as we sense the pres-
ence of the glory of God.

I encourage you not to hurry over this phase of the discipline of intimacy. 
American prophetic teacher Ruth Heflin liked to say: ‘Praise Him until the 
spirit of worship comes. Worship Him until the Glory comes; then stand in 
the Glory of God.’3 This is one way to ‘hallow his name’. 

We can think of the names of God in the Old Testament and recall them 
and the incidents to which they refer. This will be an edifying, faith-building 
time each day as we ‘practise the presence of God’. It is so good to proclaim 
him as Jehovah Jireh: ‘The LORD will provide’. To remember also that he is 
a shepherd who guides and leads is a good thing, and it will keep us flowing 
in worship to him. Here are some more of the names of God in the Old 
Testament that can fuel our prayer:

YHWH Tsebaaoth The Lord of Hosts 1 Samuel 17:45

YHWH Elyon God Most High Psalm 7:17

YHWH Jireh God my Provider Genesis 22:14

YHWH Roi The Lord my Shepherd Psalm 23:1

YHWH Nissi The Lord my Banner Exodus 17:15

YHWH Shalom The Lord my Peace Judges 6:24

YHWH Shammah The Lord who is there Ezekiel 48:35

YHWH Tsidkenu The Lord our 
Righteousness 

Jeremiah 23:6

YHWH Mekadesh The Lord who sanctifies Leviticus 20:8

YHWH Rapha The Lord who heals Exodus 15:26

YHWH Elohim God in plurality (three 
persons)

Genesis 1:1

El Elohe Israel The Lord the God of Israel Genesis 33:20
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El Shaddai All-powerful Lord Genesis 17:1

El Olam Eternal Lord Genesis 21:33

El Gibbor Strong God (Champion) Isaiah 9:6

El Elyon Most High God Genesis 14:18

Names of Christ from Isaiah 9:6:
Wonderful Counsellor
Mighty God
Everlasting Father
Prince of Peace

Seven names of Christ from John’s gospel: 
The Bread of Life (6:35, 51)
The Light of the World (8:12)
The Door (10:7, 9)
The Good Shepherd (10:11, 14)
The Resurrection and the Life (11:25)
The Way, the Truth and the Life (14:6)
The True Vine (15:1, 5)

Names of the Holy Spirit:
Spirit of wisdom and understanding
Spirit of counsel and of might
Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the Lord

We will also find ourselves drawn to the names of Christ in both the Old 
and New Testaments. We can repent for the scorn in which his name is held, as 
well as proclaim him out loud as the Light of the World, the Gate to heaven, the 
Resurrection and the Life, the Way and the Truth, the Bread of Life, the Baptiser 
in the Holy Spirit and with fire, the Alpha and Omega. We can think of him as 
the one who rides a white horse, whose name is Faithful and True, whose eyes are 
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a blaze of fire. We can proclaim that the name by which he is called is the living 
Word of God. We can call to mind that ‘on his robe and on his thigh he has this 
name written: KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS’ (Rev. 19:16). 

These are just some of the names that we are to hallow. As we do so, we 
may be led in prayerful proclamation over our city, declaring that there will 
come a day when his name will be hallowed, and when every knee will bow, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is LORD (another of his names!). 
This brings us to the next phase of the prayer.

Your Kingdom Come, Your Will Be Done, on Earth as It Is 
in Heaven

The infernal serpent … him the Almighty Power
Hurled headlong flaming from the ethereal sky
With hideous ruin and combustion, down 
To bottomless perdition, there to dwell
In adamantine chains and penal fire,
Who durst defy the Omnipotent to arms.4 

John Milton in writing Paradise Lost certainly demonstrated that he 
understood the meaning of the power of the kingdom of God, way above 
all other powers on earth or in hell. When we pray for the coming of the 
kingdom, we begin to touch and enter the realm of spiritual warfare. The 
kingdom of God is the rule of God, the in-breaking of his reign on earth that 
is so complete in heaven. The kingdom of God has to do with the conversion 
of the lost, the healing of the sick, the deliverance of the oppressed. It comes 
as the body of Christ on earth advances, so it has to do with church planting 
and church growth, and the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry. 
The coming of the kingdom speaks also of a concern for the nations to hear 
the gospel and to be reached for Christ, perhaps especially in difficult areas 
such as the 10/40 window where faith in Christ costs the most.5
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In this section, we may be led to pray for the government and those in 
authority, as Timothy was instructed (1 Tim. 2:1-2), and to pray for righteous 
decisions and laws. We may be burdened concerning giant issues such as 
globalisation, ecology, slavery or poverty. Or these things may be beyond us, 
we ‘do not concern [ourselves] with great matters’ and we want in prayer just 
to ‘quieten [our soul] like a weaned child with its mother’ (Ps. 131:1-2). How 
we need to have the mind of the Holy Spirit to lead us! Paul says that we do 
not know how to pray but the Holy Spirit intercedes for us with groans too 
deep for words (Rom. 8:26). In a sense the rest of this book is a meditation 
on this, looking at how the intercessors of the Bible went about the business 
of praying for the kingdom of God.

But in the daily discipline of intimacy, I want to add that it is good 
to be focused. This is why some Christians like to keep certain subjects in 
their prayers day after day, week after week. Some are so disciplined that 
they know that each day they will be covering different parts of his many 
concerns in intercession. Others are more spontaneous. For myself, I have 
periods of each. At times of trouble my prayer has retreated into silent hold-
ing on and all lists have seemed like ashes. At present in my prayer journal, 
I have maps of the different continents before me most days to remind me 
to pray for friends there, or for key works of God especially in Europe that 
need the help of God. 

Paul spoke of the disciplined Epaphras who ‘is always wrestling in prayer 
for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God’ (Col. 4:12). I believe 
a combination of disciplined praying through certain subjects, balanced with 
Spirit-led spontaneity, is what is needed as we pray for the coming kingdom.

Give Us Today Our Daily Bread

In countries of poverty, of course, this text takes on a poignant ring. Families all 
over the world are looking up to God by faith and praying this prayer, and some 
are praying for their malnourished children. It is typical of the down-to-earth 
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friendship of the Son of God for man that he, knowing our needs, should 
swiftly move from wide concerns of the kingdom to those of the home. 

Those who have financial difficulties can bring them to God in this 
prayer. Those who are threatened by debt or unemployment can call out 
for help. Those whose families are struggling are encouraged to pray for 
material release. It is not a prayer for prosperity, but for our basic daily 
needs. Those who carry the needs of their church community before God 
can pray for the provision of work for the unemployed. Since moving to an 
area of higher unemployment, I have been amazed to see the effectiveness 
of praying for work for those who have none. Even this month, we saw a 
man who had lost his job in unjust circumstances and who was at risk of 
bankruptcy, extraordinarily find another job within days and be back in a 
position to buy his daily bread. 

‘As every day demands its bread, so every day demands its prayer  … 
Today’s manna is what we need.’6 The prayer also reminds us of the truly 
extraordinary story of daily manna in the wilderness, which God provided 
with the aim that the people should learn to trust him.

Bread has a rich meaning in the Bible, and it is right also to extend our 
prayer for daily bread to the realm of spiritual bread from the One who is the 
Bread of Life. I pray in this section for my wife and children to be feeding 
on the Word of God. I pray for them to read and love the Bible and for it 
to build them up, just like food. I pray for them and my grandchildren to 
have a close walk with God and to know how to hear his voice; to feed on 
and be nourished by the Word of God and not by other foods that will never 
satisfy. I pray the same thing for my brothers and sisters and parents, that 
they too would not starve for want of real bread. As someone who is ‘carrying 
a burden’ for the church, and to a certain extent a nation, I am wanting my 
church to be fed. I am praying for the preaching of the Word in our church 
to be true, effective and nourishing. 

This prayer is an interesting prayer to pray in seasons of fasting. John 
Wesley said, ‘The man who never fasts is no more in the way to heaven than 
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the man who never prays.’7 It is hard to overstate the importance of this 
spiritual discipline. Many Christians are being graciously wooed back to it, 
myself included. We will return to this theme in chapter 8 but suffice it to say 
here that as we fast, we are not doing it to exert pressure on God, but to say, ‘I 
am hungry above all for you! To know you and to feed on you.’ So, it is that 
we may find ourselves fasting and still saying, ‘Give us today our daily bread.’ 
As John Piper says, ‘Fasting is the physical expression of our heart-hunger for 
the coming of Jesus. Fasting poses the question: How much do we miss him? 
How hungry are we for him to come?’8

And Forgive Us Our Sins

The psalmist said: ‘If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not 
have listened’ (Ps. 66:18). There may already have been confession of sin as 
you worshipped in the first stages of prayer. But it is wholesome for there also 
to be a time when we ask the Holy Spirit to come and show us any area of 
our life which is not pleasing to God. It is a good idea consciously to ask the 
Holy Spirit to speak to us and not to feel that we already know our sin. The 
heart is so deceitful. Perhaps there have been wrong attitudes, things said that 
were unloving, or things left unsaid that withheld love or appreciation. As we 
ask the Lord Jesus what he thinks of us, he will no doubt tell us, if we really 
want to know! Werner Loertscher, a close friend and one of the pastors of our 
church in Paris, is a man who is very sensitive to the Holy Spirit. If he feels he 
has grieved him, he will not rest till he has put things right. He has sometimes 
rung me from another country to ask forgiveness for a word out of season, 
even if I may not have noticed there was a problem. I value his sensitivity and 
his desire not to grieve the Holy Spirit.

This can be a time also to bring to God any ‘besetting sins’ or area of 
defeat that you wrestle with. Although one can argue that there should be 
no such thing in the life of a Christian, there may be a period of struggle for 
release in an area. I have known people to struggle over financial difficulties 
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(which of course may not in itself be sinful) for a period of years before find-
ing the years of jubilee and freedom from debt finally arrive! In the meantime, 
they are pleading the cross of Christ, praying for forgiveness and release, until 
it comes. 

Quite recently, during a retreat, I met a 70-year-old woman who asked 
for prayer. She was apparently radiant and a loving full-time church worker 
(though officially retired). When we got talking, it transpired she doubted she 
was a Christian at all because of an inner vow to Satan she had taken when only 
seven years old. She had tried to forget and had succeeded for most of the time. 
But now she found herself more and more conscious of her bondage. I asked 
her if she had ever told anyone about it and she said no, not even her husband, 
who had recently died. I asked her if she had at some point given her life to 
Christ and she replied that she knew she had clearly done so. As she began to 
renounce this vow, she suddenly broke out in a weirdly different voice: ‘You 
don’t think you’re going to win, do you?’ I replied that Jesus had already won 
and that the time had come for the evil spirit to leave her. This it clearly did 
after a bit of a struggle. The result was joy unspeakable all over the dear woman’s 
face, a joy which lasted. Up till then, she had been praying ‘Forgive me my sins’ 
daily. God is just to forgive us and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness, as the 
epistle of 1 John says, but there are times when we need the help of another to 
identify and dig out the root of the sin so we can find freedom. 

This prayer for forgiveness can also extend to confessing the sin of a 
nation, otherwise known as identificational repentance. We will return to 
this theme later. This is what Nehemiah did when he heard the news of the 
broken-down walls of Jerusalem and of the ruin of the city (Neh. 1). He wept, 
fasted, prayed and said, ‘Let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear 
the prayer your servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, 
the people of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my 
father’s house, have committed against you’ (Neh. 1:6).

In our times of prayer daily, it is good to ask for the forgiveness of God 
for our nation. It is part of the discipline of intimacy too. There may come 
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particular times when we feel the hand of God preparing to visit a nation or 
a continent, and some are saying that now is the time for Europe. If this is 
the case, any visitation from God is likely to be accompanied by a particular 
sensitivity on the part of Christians to the state of their nation in the eyes of 
God, and a desire to ask for mercy.

As We Forgive Those Who Sin Against Us 

One of the probing questions of the Welsh revival, which swept 100,000 
people into the churches of the principality and changed the face of a nation, 
was this: ‘Have you forgiven everybody, everybody?’ It is a good question to 
ask yourself daily. As we reach this phase in the prayer, we can ask the Holy 
Spirit to probe our hearts. Great stories are to be found of power released into 
lives by the fact of actively forgiving and releasing others. Conversely, Jesus 
says, in his addendum to this prayer, that if we do not forgive, neither will our 
Father in heaven forgive us. It is evidently a key to life. This is because if we 
do not release those who have hurt us, and if we imprison them in chains of 
unforgiveness, then those chains are likely to end up strangling us.

I sometimes think of forgiveness as on a scale of difficulty. At one end 
there is forgiving those who have failed to talk to us in church and ignored us 
again. At the other end, and much more difficult, there is abuse in the past, 
abandonment and real betrayal. The great sadness is that because of increas-
ingly chaotic life stories in our current culture, we find the number of those 
having suffered abuse is rising sharply. In our church in Paris, we were glad to 
welcome a ministry especially to work with those who had suffered trauma. 
Often the key moment of healing comes through the decision to forgive.

As we pray ‘Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us’, we 
may be challenged to release those who have hurt us. It is true that without 
this, the discipline of intimacy will be empty. We can then do what Jesus 
recommended, namely, we can bless those who have hurt us. Some years ago, 
I came across a parable which expresses this in a graphic way:
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Some years ago, in the town of Füssen, there lived an austere 
baker called Hans. Hans was a God-fearing man who one day 
came home unexpectedly at midday to find his wife Freda 
in bed with another man. Freda’s adultery soon became the 
talk of the town. But Hans surprised everybody by forgiv-
ing his wife as the Good Book said he should. In his heart, 
however, Hans did not forgive his wife. He hated her more 
and more every day for betraying him. But Hans’ hypocrisy 
did not sit well in heaven. The legend says that God sent an 
angel, and every time Hans looked at his wife with hatred, 
the angel shot a pebble into his heart, and Hans felt a stab of 
agony. Pretty soon the weight of a stony heart became heavy 
and Hans could no longer walk upright. He hunched over 
in pain and he began to wish he was dead. Hans asked if 
there was any way he might be free, and the angel said that 
there was one way. He must ask for the miracle of new eyes; 
eyes that went back to the beginning of his pain, and which 
saw his wife, not as someone who had betrayed him, but as a 
lonely woman who had needed his love. At first Hans could 
not ask, for he had grown to love his pain. But in the end, 
his agony became too great. He asked, and the angel gave. 
Not all at once, but gradually, he began to remove the stones 
one by one. In the end Hans saw his wife in a new, forgiven 
light. He asked her back into his heart, and they began a 
second season of love together.9

The story is not condoning adultery: God forbid! But it does help us to 
understand what happens when we can’t forgive those who repent, and shows 
the way to begin to do so – by asking for ‘God’s eyesight’. As we pray, we can 
actively ask for this. Some years ago, I told this story in a church where I was 
preaching. After the service, Anita and I had a lunch appointment with some 
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people we hardly knew, an apparently successful, happily married couple. We 
exchanged polite greetings, and during these exchanges I asked them what 
they had thought of the service. The man hesitated for a moment before 
saying, ‘You know the story you told? Well, I am that man’. His wife began to 
cry silently as he told us of how she had betrayed him for a time with another 
man. ‘The difference is,’ he said, ‘I can’t forgive, even though my wife has 
broken it all off. I still feel terribly betrayed and angry.’ Over the next few 
months we became aware of the devastating effects of adultery and deceit. So, 
I am not saying that such an act is easy. But it will at some point be necessary 
to forgive, as living in unforgiveness can lead to even greater trouble.

It is a curious fact that sometimes betrayal in a church context can be 
almost as devastating as betrayal within marriage. Our reactions often seem 
out of all proportion. It is only church, after all. This is particularly true of 
leaders who feel betrayed. Why is this? It may be because the church, being 
the body of Christ, is a place where we have let down our masks, given our 
all, transferred our affections. Yet we can and must still forgive, release, 
bless and not take ourselves too seriously. The prayer of Jesus is there so that 
every day, if need be (and sometimes it takes days, weeks and even months), 
we can actively forgive and speak out loud blessing over those who have 
betrayed us. 

There is a teaching in some circles which suggests (following Luke 
17:3-4) that we should only forgive those who repent. But we have the 
fabulous example of Jesus before our eyes, who prayed forgiveness even on 
those who whipped and spat upon him, because they did not know what 
they were doing.

And Lead Us Not into Temptation, but Deliver Us from the 
Evil One

Strong spiritual warfare against the forces of darkness is something more 
and more churches are being led into. The fact that this phrase follows the 
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previous one is evidently intentional, as one of the main snares of the devil 
will be through unforgiveness, which leads to bitterness. Paul said, ‘Do not 
let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a 
foothold’ (Eph. 4:26-27). Those who have gone to bed angry days without 
number may well have need to be delivered from the evil one.

Some may find the question crossing our mind: But does the ‘evil one’ 
really exist? It is not the purpose of this book to argue for or justify biblical 
revelation, so all I will do at this point is quote Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ preface 
to his commentary on Paul’s spiritual warfare chapter, Ephesians 6, which, in 
my opinion, is a sage reply to such thoughts: ‘In a world of decaying values, 
collapsing institutions, increasing anarchy, it is my belief that the present 
century can only be understood with reference to the particular activity of the 
“Prince of the Power of the Air”. If we cannot discern the chief cause of our 
ills, how can we hope to cure them?’10

In our work in Paris, Anita and I became more aware of oppressive spirits 
and the need for some to be delivered from them. I remember Sandra, who 
has given me permission to tell her story here. The first time she came to our 
church in Paris, aged 20, she held tightly on to her mother and was not able 
to lift her eyes. We learnt that she lived in a locked psychiatric unit for her 
own safety, as she had tried to take her life by drinking bleach. A childhood 
story of abuse and shame led her to say to me one day, ‘Don’t ever talk to me 
about marriage, Charlie. That will never, ever happen to me’.

We decided to have Sandra live with us and she became like a daughter to 
us and a sister to our daughters. Yet she still suffered moments of oppression 
and times of trial, during one of which she again tried to end her life. But she 
was beginning to have her heart warmed by the love of the church for her. 
Then one memorable night in our church the Spirit of God came in power. 
During a worship song she fell to the ground and was at long last completely 
delivered from the evil, oppressing spirit that was afflicting her. She joined 
the music team, and what a joy it was to see her leading the people in wor-
ship with her eyes lifted to Jesus. She caught the bouquet at my daughter’s 
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wedding a few years later and then last year we had the delight of seeing her 
walk down the aisle, in the presence of both her parents. She had been turned 
around in her thinking about herself, and ‘delivered from the evil one’, to 
get married! Truly it could be said of Sandra: ‘No longer will they call you 
Deserted or name your land Desolate. But you will be called Hephzibah [my 
delight is in her], and your land Beulah [married]. For the LORD will take 
delight in you and your land will be married’ (Isa. 62:4).

I tell this story to say that the first interpretation of this section of the 
prayer has to do with deliverance. Secondly, it speaks of protection. Those 
who have suffered sudden loss or disaster understand what the Bible calls ‘the 
day of evil’. This is the day spoken of Paul to the Ephesians when he says, 
‘Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, 
you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, 
to stand’ (Eph. 6:13). 

But this phrase in the prayer is a prayer for protection against the evil 
day – that it should not come. What a comfort to be able to pray this. I daily 
endeavour to lift a shield around my family and our church that God would 
protect us, and we would not be led into a time of trial.

I also believe there are times when we may well suffer from the pressure 
that comes from what the Bible calls ‘the accuser’. He is the one who from the 
pit of hell tries to neutralise us, accuse us and depress us. Some mental illness 
is the result of demonic oppression, though absolutely not all. We must be 
careful concerning diagnosis, discerning what is from traumatic events in the 
past and what may come from chemical imbalance and what might remain 
a mystery. But some suicidal madness may be caused by demonic oppression 
and we do well to pray ‘deliver us from evil’.

According to Paul, we need to resist him. I first learnt to do this in 
Kampala, Uganda. Perhaps it was that raw atmosphere filled with faith in 
God, uncluttered by centuries of rationalism, that rubbed off on me. But I 
began to take authority through prayer, recognising and resisting and fighting 
against evil, and I have not been the same since. 
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We quite often in our weekly Prayer for Oxford meetings will pray St 
Patrick’s Breastplate. Legend says that the fifth century Saint Patrick sang this 
when an ambush was laid against him, that he might not go to Tara to preach 
the gospel. Here is some of his prayer – arguably a meditation on the phrase: 
‘Lead us not into temptation’.

I bind unto myself today
The word of God to give me speech,
His heavenly host to be my guard.
Against the demon snares of sin,
The vice that gives temptation force,
The natural lusts that war within,
… In every place and in all hours,
Against their fierce hostility,
I bind to me these holy powers.
Against all Satan’s spells and wiles,
Against false words of heresy,
Against the knowledge that defiles,
Against the heart’s idolatry,
Against the wizard’s evil craft,
Against the death wound and the burning,
The choking wave and the poisoned shaft,
Protect me, Christ, till Thy returning.

For Yours Is the Kingdom, and the Power and the Glory for 
Ever. Amen.

It seems that Christ has planned for this time before the presence of God 
to end caught up in the glory. It is wise that, having prayed and interceded 
against the evil one, we should give ourselves again to what the Westminster 
Catechism calls the ‘chief end of man’, namely worship. 
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As we finish this daily discipline, it is a privilege to reflect on the glory of 
God, the anointing of God, the cloud of the presence of God, the glorious 
river that we can come to. We may want to cry out with Moses, ‘Lord, show 
me your glory’. The first time the Bible mentions God’s glory is when the 
Israelites are to be delivered from slavery. It is said that through this, the Lord 
will ‘get glory’ for himself (Ex. 14:4). This is indeed the kingdom and the 
power and the glory. It is a parable for the nations in which we ourselves are 
working, a daily reminder that there can be deliverance for them too.

Also, it is the glory that came down upon the tabernacle and which 
caused Moses’ face to shine. We can be encouraged by the fact that we now 
with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory and are being changed from 
one degree of glory into another. So, let’s lift up our heads! How will we be 
changed? Through worship and prayer, through washing our minds with his 
Word, through living accountable lives in communities called churches.

Later on, through the sin of the sons of Eli, it was said of the place of 
worship and of the people of God that the glory had departed (1 Sam. 4:22). 
Yet it was not to be too long before, under Solomon, the cloud of the glory of 
God would come down and fill the newly consecrated temple, and the priests 
could not enter the house of the Lord, because the glory of the Lord filled 
the Lord’s house. If we are living through a time of weakness, loss or even 
apostasy in our own church, we can praise God for a day when all things will 
be made new. ‘For yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory.’

In such a time as this, Isaiah the prophet saw the Lord, high and lifted 
up, with his train filling the same temple and the angels crying out, ‘Holy, 
holy, holy. The whole earth is full of his glory.’ This may lead us to pray for 
similar visions of his greatness, that he might open our spiritual eyes to see 
his angels, or to see his glory on the earth. Like Habakkuk who saw with 
spiritual eyesight one day that the earth will be filled with the knowledge 
of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea, this knowledge of the 
glory of the Lord is something to meditate over and a reality to have a heart 
longing for.
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In this overview of glory, we have not mentioned the prayer book of the 
psalms, that rich treasury with over fifty references to the glory of God. Nor 
have we mentioned Jesus. We can discipline ourselves simply to meditate on 
and hunger to know Christ. For as the writer to the Hebrews says, he is the 
very image of the glory of God (Heb. 1:3). It is fitting to conclude this prayer 
by simply loving the Lord Jesus. Let us remember that he should be our 
principal subject of joy. C.H. Spurgeon once went on a European tour and 
was encouraging his church, if they could afford it, to go and see the Alps: 
‘Time would utterly fail me to speak of all the wonders of God which we saw 
in nature and providence.’ Then he paused for a moment and added: ‘If you 
cannot travel, remember that our Lord Jesus Christ is more glorious than all 
else that you could ever see. Get a view of Christ, and you have seen more 
than mountains and cascades and valleys and seas can ever show you!’11 This 
is what we do each time we pray ‘For yours is the kingdom, the power and 
the glory’. John saw this clearly when thinking back on the incarnate Son of 
God: ‘We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came 
from the Father.’ 

At this point in our discipline of intimacy, we may be bringing desperate 
needs for healing before God and ‘holding on’ for a manifestation of his glory. 

In our own church in Paris, we were propelled into doing this. With no 
warning, after an incident in the delivery room, the tiny daughter of some 
friends was born with badly damaged lungs and hung between life and death. 
The alert came through to the church and we gathered immediately to pray. 
The Lord gave us tears and urgency and unity to ‘hold on to the hem of his 
garment’. For three full months this little girl was kept in intensive care. Initially 
she was given oxygen intravenously through her neck, a new process that, at the 
time, the midwives in our church had never heard of. It was deeply touching 
to see the little scrap of a girl lying sweetly suffering all the tubes without a 
murmur, so trustingly. Her parents stayed with her constantly, talking with her 
and praying. They learned that many parents stayed away from their children 
in those wards, from busyness or pain or a feeling of impotence. But they stayed 
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and prayed and hung on to God, waiting for his glory to be revealed. Again and 
again we anointed her with oil, despite the fact that this is a difficult thing to 
do in a French hospital. Gradually, the breakthroughs began to come. First the 
parents received what can only be called a gift of faith that their daughter would 
be restored to them. Then the doctors began to marvel. And sure enough, Lois 
came home healthy. To see her now never fails to remind me of the glory, the 
power and the kingdom of God. Her parents hung on in the day of evil, and, I 
dare say, saw the glory of God.

Let us draw this extended meditation on how to pray to a close by reflecting 
that it was clearly Jesus’ desire for us to see visions of glory! This was his High 
Priestly Prayer in John 17: ‘Father, I want those you have given me to be with 
me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you 
loved me before the creation of the world’ (John 17:24). We can be confident 
that Jesus’ prayers will be answered, not only in heaven, but also on earth.

Chapter 2 Study Questions

1. Were any of the ideas in this chapter new to you, or challenging for you? 
Some people find it hard to relate to God as Father, others are uncomfortable 
with the idea of the enemy being a real person. How about you?

2. What do you see in your mind’s eye when you think of heaven? What kind 
of place is it? How does it change your prayers to picture God in heaven as 
you come to him?

3. What did you think about the story of the man whose wife committed 
adultery? Do you think it was right for him to forgive her? Are there any 
circumstances where it is not right – or not possible – to forgive? What does 
Jesus’ example in Luke 23:34 say to you about this?
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4. ‘How will we be changed from glory into glory? Through worship and 
prayer, through washing our minds with his Word, through living account-
able lives in communities called churches.’ Which of these areas are you 
strong in at the moment? Which do you find harder? Thank God for the areas 
where you feel strong, and ask him to help you grow where you feel weak.
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We should fix ourselves firmly in the presence of 
God by conversing all the time with him. 

- Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God

Consider how great is the grace of intimacy which results 
from this encounter of the soul and the Word, and how 

great the confidence which follows this intimacy! 
- Theresa of Avila, The Interior Castle

I found uncommon manifestations granted to me from God. Early in the 
morning, at noon, at midnight the blessed Jesus visited and refreshed my 

heart. If the trees of a certain wood near Stonehouse could speak, they 
would tell what wonderful communion … I enjoyed with our blessed God 
there. Sometimes as I was walking my soul would make such leaps that it 

would almost go out of the body. At other times I would be so overpowered 
by a sense of God’s infinite majesty that I would throw myself on the 
ground and offer my soul to his hands to write on it what he pleased. 

- George Whitefield, A Further Account of God’s Dealings with George Whitefield

Whereas discipline without discipleship leads to rigid formalism, 
discipleship without discipline ends in sentimental romanticism. 

- Henri Nouwen, Spiritual Formation
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As for me, I call to God, 
and the LORD saves me.
Evening, morning and noon
I cry out in distress, 
and he hears my voice.

- Psalm 55:16-17

Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been 
published, he went home to his upstairs room where the 
windows opened towards Jerusalem. Three times a day he 
got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his 
God, just as he had done before. 

- Daniel 6:10

One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the 
time of prayer – at three in the afternoon. 

- Acts 3:1

And Cornelius said, Four days ago, until this hour, I was 
keeping the ninth hour of prayer in my house; and behold, 
a man stood before me in bright apparel. 

- Acts 10:30 ASV
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Prayer as a ‘Rule of Life’

In the early part of the Bible we come across the mysterious sentence, ‘Enoch 
walked with God …’ (Gen. 5:24 ASV). For the person of prayer, this is one of 
the most fascinating phrases in the whole Bible. It sounds more like a song 
from another country. It has an aroma about it that woos us into a different 
way of life that it is possible, perhaps, to enjoy today. 

Enoch’s greatness was, it seems, not in education, business or artistic or 
sporting achievement. He was great in the sight of God – he walked with God. 
This is rare in the Old Testament: in Genesis 6:9 we are told that Noah ‘walked 
faithfully with God’ and in Malachi 2:6, we read that Levi walked with God ‘in 
peace and uprightness’, but these are the only three people of whom it is said.

Now, of course, through the atoning sacrifice of Christ, we can all come 
into a relationship with God and walk with him. But what does this look like 
in practice? It means living one’s whole life with a consciousness of God’s pres-
ence – and in constant communion with him. It means having the thought: 
‘God is beside me’. We read Enoch walked with God not in a few moments 
of exalted revelation such as some of us have perhaps known at times, but all 
through his life – hour by hour.

Is it possible to know this nearness and dearness of God in our daily 
life – to talk with him as with a friend and to hear him – perhaps in an inner 
silence that is more meaningful than any words can be? And if so, what will 
the effect of living like this be on our city?

Apparently, it is possible. Jesus calls us ‘friends’. He prays that we may ‘be 
with him where he is to behold his glory’. The result of this presence can be a 
rediscovery of happiness – or joy even. ‘In Your presence’, says the psalmist, ‘is 
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fullness of joy’ (Ps. 16:11 NKJV). Walking with God, according to the apostle 
Peter, can be ‘inexpressible and glorious joy’ (1 Pet. 1:8).

To draw us into this, one ancient practice gaining ground again today 
is to embrace a ‘Rule of Life’. 

In AD 530, a young man went to Rome from rural Italy to get an 
education. He found that Rome had collapsed a hundred years earlier and 
hadn’t recovered from the moral blow. Jerome wrote: ‘The city which had 
taken the whole world was itself taken’. With no education to be had, the 
young Benedict retreated from the world, and began mentoring others. 
He wrote a slim book, which would later become known as The Rule of 
St Benedict, a kind of guide for living. Extraordinary, lasting fruit came 
from this. 

Benedict’s legacies today are many. In the Western church almost all 
monasteries, and many religious communities across the world, are at least 
indirectly shaped by his teachings. We could say that the spiritual disciplines 
of Oxford’s ‘Holy Club’ of the Wesleys and Whitefield and the subsequent 
revivals came from Benedict’s Rule. 

Alasdair MacInytre argues in the strikingly titled After Virtue that this 
current cultural moment in which we find ourselves in the West is like 
the fall of the Roman Empire. The West has abandoned reason and the 
tradition of the virtues in giving itself over to the relativism that is flooding 
our world. We are not governed by faith or reason … we are governed by 
‘emotivism’ – moral choices are nothing more than expressions of what 
the choosing individual feels is right. In our post-virtue society, MacIntyre 
argues: ‘the world awaits another – doubtless very different – St Benedict’.1

Benedict invented the ‘Rule of Life’ or ‘regula vitae’. This is not a legal-
istic set of rules to follow. Regula is the Latin word for a length of wood with 
markings, used for measuring and alignment – similar to our present-day 
rulers. We hold things against a ruler to see if they are straight and if their 
proportions and measurements are right. In the same way a regula vitae is 
an opportunity for us to mark out some of our intentions in advance and 
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then to regularly hold it up to our life and see how our alignment and 
proportions are faring. This generally has to do with the discipline of set 
times or ‘hours’ each day. 

Redeem the Time

If you stand outside St Aldates Church in the heart of Oxford each night 
at 9:05, you can hear ‘Great Tom’, the Christ Church College bell, toll 101 
times to ‘call students home.’ In medieval England, the bells of monasteries 
that rang across the land were the only way that people could have a shared 
record of time. Nowadays, we have many different devices for keeping a note 
of time, and can plan things down to the last second and keep everything 
measured and scheduled. Our possession of time has become a source of 
anxiety. 

Psalm 31:15 says, ‘My times are in [God’s] hands’. Many feel they want 
consciously to bring time and our use of it back under God’s sovereignty. 
Daniel, a man of God who worked in government in exile in Babylon, would 
pray morning, noon and night. This was radically countercultural. Before 
him, King David in Psalm 55 said: ‘Evening, morning and noon I cry out in 
distress, and he hears my voice’ (v. 17). In the early church, we read that the 
routine of the hour of prayer led to the healing and revival of Acts 3. 

Early Benedictine Rule allowed for eight times of prayer per day, with 
the intriguing names: Matins, Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, Nones, Vespers and 
Compline. These were for full-time praying people. Today communities at 
work often compress these into three, and suggest praying, contemplating, 
meditating on God and considering our compassion towards others three 
times a day: morning (perhaps a longer time), noon (a short looking to God) 
and night (a time of Examen for the day that is past). The 19th century 
Oxford movement led to the daily discipline of some anglican clergy using 
the liturgies of Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer and Night Prayer. For myself, 
I think that if this becomes a Rule of Life it can be rich and helpful.
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Amid the press and stress of busy professional and family life, we have felt 
in our church in Oxford, that a rhythm of morning, noon and night prayer is 
attainable, even necessary, again today. It is an opportunity to bring all we are 
and do under God’s sovereign purposes. Our prayer has been that this Rule 
will help us to be transformed into Christlikeness as a church. 

We recommend different ancient practices through the day:

Morning – Lectio Divina 

In the morning the practice of Lectio Divina can centre us on God and lead 
us to prayer and contemplation. 

Lectio Divina is a Latin term meaning ‘divine reading’. It began in early 
monasteries as a way to ‘feast on the Word’. The four parts are: first, biting 
into Scripture (Lectio), then chewing on it (Meditatio). Next is the oppor-
tunity to savour the essence of it as we pray the Scripture and ask God for it 
to happen in our lives (Oratio). Finally, as we look on God and behold him 
in the sanctuary (Contemplatio), we get equipped for the day to come. The 
Word is digested and made a part of the body. 

I believe this form of meditative prayer can lead to an increased knowl-
edge of Christ. Here is more detail of how to go about it.

Prepare – ‘Be still, and know that I am God’ (Ps. 46:10). 
Take some time to allow yourself to become quiet and still. As each 

thought arises, lay it down before God. Lay the coming day’s events and your 
associated thoughts and feelings before God. Invite the Holy Spirit to guide 
you in this time. 

Lectio – Read. A slow and gradual reading of the scriptural passage, per-
haps several times. In the traditional Benedictine approach, the passage is 
slowly read four times. Use the passages you are currently reading – or if you 
want, Luke’s gospel is a particularly rich field for Lectio Divina.

Meditatio – Reflect. Lectio Divina is less a practice of reading and analysis 
than one of listening to the inner message of the scripture, delivered through 
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the Holy Spirit. Between each reading take time to chew it over and ponder 
a particular word, phrase or theme. Wait and listen. 

Oratio – Respond. Continue this conversation with the Living Word by 
praying in response to the scripture, letting your heart speak directly to God. 

Contemplatio – Rest in his powerful presence: Blessed are the pure in 
heart – for they shall see God. At this point, maybe let go of your thoughts 
and meditations and let the Word of God dwell in you richly and soak into 
your core as you behold the Lord. Contemplation is silent prayer that ex-
presses love for God; it is communion, and it transforms us from within. 

This process describes what is written in the Psalms: 

How can a young person stay on the path of purity?
By living according to your word.

I seek you with all my heart;
do not let me stray from your commands.

I have hidden your word in my heart
that I might not sin against you.

Praise be to you, LORD;
teach me your decrees.

With my lips I recount
all the laws that come from your mouth.

I rejoice in following your statutes
as one rejoices in great riches.

I meditate on your precepts
and consider your ways.

I delight in your decrees;
I will not neglect your word. (Ps. 119:9-16)

During the morning, some people now have alerts on their phone which 
will flag up a prayer – often an ancient prayer – to keep them mindful of God. 
Here are some examples: 
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Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.
- The Jesus Prayer

Lord Jesus, grant us daily grace for daily need; daily patience 
for a daily cross;

daily, hourly, incessant love of Thee to take up our cross 
daily and bear it after Thee. 

We ask this for Thine own Name’s sake. Amen. 
- Christina Rosetti

O God, early in the morning I cry to You.
Help me to pray and to concentrate my thoughts on 

You. I cannot do this alone. 
- Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Who can tell what a day might bring? Therefore, gracious 
God, cause me to live every day as if it were to be my last, 
for I know not but that it may be such. 

Cause me to live now as I shall wish I had done when I 
come to die. 

- Thomas à Kempis

Noon – Centring Prayer 

At noon, it is good to pause and pray again. Praying the Lord’s Prayer and 
expanding each phrase with meditative prayer and intercession can become a 
midday habit. If it does, it will help you to walk with God and change your life. 

Another practice of prayer might be the ‘centring prayer’ of Theresa of 
Avila. This is a threefold prayer. It begins with a prayer which has to do with 
being present in the moment. The modern practice of ‘mindfulness’ reminds 
us of this ancient practice of the Carmelites. 
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1. Prayer of Recollection 
The Prayer of Recollection is a time to gather all of our distracted thoughts and 
tasks and re-orientate our heart. This is the chance to turn your phone off, go 
outside if possible, and breathe. Or sit with both feet firmly on the ground and 
feel the earth beneath your feet. Put your hands on your knees and relax … and 
become aware of your breathing and be present in the moment. Great healing 
can come just from this act regularly used. It is a time to re-assemble yourself 
from the fractured times in which we live and ‘call all our thoughts home’, 
sitting quietly and peacefully ‘in his shadow’ (Song 2:3 ESV). We live lives which 
are often pressed and stressed, scattered and disintegrated. We are interrupted 
many times in an hour by messages and emails and texts. The economic and 
social pressure to perform is such that we may live fractured lives. If you are not 
used to this ‘Recollection’, it will be a significant victory to be still just for ten 
minutes, and yet there is a sense in which we must be still to know that he is 
God; we must recollect that he is our refuge.

A prayer that is useful here might be the ancient ‘Collect for Purity’. The 
‘Collects’ were prayers to collect people’s thoughts at the start of a time of 
prayer so it fits well to use this ancient collect here. First found in the eleventh 
century, a version appears in the fourteenth-century Cloud of Unknowing. It 
was translated into English in its present form by Thomas Cranmer for what 
became the Book of Common Prayer. This is the prayer: 

Almighty God,
unto whom all hearts be open,
all desires known,
and from whom no secrets are hid: 
cleanse the thoughts of our hearts
by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit, 
that we may perfectly love thee, 
and worthily magnify thy holy Name; 
through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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2. Prayer of Quiet 
This is a listening stillness. Our hearts are softened and attentive. We are alert and 
awake, as if on tiptoes, ready in our spirits to listen. We respond to God’s instruc-
tion about his Son whom he loves: listen to him. François Fénelon says, ‘Be silent, 
and listen to God. Let your heart be in such a state of preparation that his Spirit 
may impress upon you such virtues as will please him. The silence of all outward 
and earthly affections and thoughts is essential if we are to hear his voice.’2

‘Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within 
me’ (Ps. 51:10).

3. Union and Communion 
This was Hudson Taylor’s phrase to describe the journey towards the kind of 
union with God described in the Song of Songs. Other mystics call this stage 
of prayer that of Ecstasy. It describes ‘Divine Connection’. Julian of Norwich 
says: ‘The whole reason we pray is to be united into the vision and contempla-
tion of him to whom we pray.’3 Madame Guyon writes: ‘We now come to the 
ultimate stage of Christian experience: Divine Union. This cannot be brought 
about merely by your own experience … Eventually it will take an act of God 
to make union a reality.’4 Richard Foster has a helpful definition: ‘Put simply, 
we receive his love for us and love him back in return … contemplation is 
love on fire with devotion.’5

Sarah, wife of Jonathan Edwards, described this when she spoke (in a time 
of revival) of ‘the heavenly sweetness of Christ’s excellent and transcendent 
love, of his nearness to me, and of my dearness to him; with an inexpressibly 
sweet calmness of soul in an entire rest in him’.6 This may seem strong, and it 
is, but it is simply echoing what Jesus himself prays for us: ‘Father, I … will 
continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be 
in them and that I myself may be in them’ (John 17:24, 26).

An ancient eighth-century prayer that may help in this time is: ‘Into thy 
hands, O God, we commend ourselves and all who are dear to us this day. Let 
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the gift of Thy special presence be with us even to its close. Grant us never to 
lose sight of Thee all the day long, but to worship and pray to Thee, that at 
eventide we may again give thanks unto Thee; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.’7 

Another great exercise for the middle of the day is to pray out the prayer 
called John Wesley’s Covenant. This is something used especially at New 
Year’s Eve services as a promise for the year to come. I think it merits more 
frequent use, despite being so challenging! 

I am no longer my own but yours. Put me to what you 
will, rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put 
me to suffering; let me be employed for you, or laid aside 
for you, exalted for you, or brought low for you; let me 
be full, let me be empty, let me have all things, let me 
have nothing: I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things 
to your pleasure and disposal. 

And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours. So be it. And the 
covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven. 

Particularly if the day is not going well, this can be comforting!
One final suggestion for the middle of the day is the complete prayer of 

St Augustine:

Breathe in me, O Holy Spirit, that all my thoughts may 
be holy.

Act in me, O Holy Spirit, that my work, too, may be holy.
Draw my heart, O Holy Spirit, that I love but what is holy.
Strengthen me, Holy Spirit, to defend all that is holy.
Guard me then, O Holy Spirit, that I always may be holy.8
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Night – the Examen 

This famous, and now quite popular, practice, the Examen, derives from 
Ignatius of Loyola, the sixteenth-century founder of the Jesuits. It is a way to 
give the day back to God. 

At night, find a place and a time that suits you. Recently on retreat my 
conductor said she had found that with her husband before their evening 
meal had become the place for this. This is an example of being flexible and 
creative. Others in different life stages will need to devise what is right for 
them. 

Give some time to taking stock of the state of your inner landscape: Is it 
a beautiful garden, or a place overgrown with thorns, neglected, uncared for 
or unfruitful? For the Examen, it helps to buy a journal (you could even buy a 
‘garden record’) and use it to record your progress. Ask these questions daily:

Where did I miss God today?
Where did I meet God today?

Another idea is to meditate on the sights, smells and sounds of a passage 
such as Isaiah 5:1-7: ‘I will sing for the one I love, a song about his vineyard: 
My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside …’ Ask the question: What 
is your vineyard like? Note down what you see in your assessment of your 
life. In what way, if any, is it ‘dark … darkened by the sun’ (Song 1:6)? Has 
life taken its toll? Listen to what God says to you and write it down in your 
journal.

‘Every branch that does bear fruit, he prunes, so that it will be even 
more fruitful’ (John 15:2). Do you dare ask God to prune you, so that you 
bear more fruit? This is a big question, but an important one to answer. If 
your response is ‘yes’, then ask God to do so. Listen to him and then write 
down any area for pruning in your life. Ask his help to work through this 
with him.
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The Examen has given rise to countless books and pamphlets and ver-
sions as it is so rich a discipline. Another version is described below:

Prepare: Take some time to allow yourself to become quiet 
and still. As each thought arises, lay it down before God. 
Invite the Holy Spirit to guide you in this time. 
1. Replay – Active remembering. What happened today? 
2. Recall – Pay attention to particularly strong feelings, good 
or bad. 
3. Rejoice – Where did I feel grace today? Where was God 
particularly present? 
4. Repent – Where did I feel emotional pain today? Where 
did I sin? 
5. Resolve – To live differently tomorrow, if need be. 

‘Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious 
thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting’ (Ps. 139:23-24). ‘The restoration of the church’, wrote Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, ‘will surely come from a new kind of monasticism, which will 
have nothing in common with the old but a life of uncompromising adher-
ence to the Sermon on the Mount in imitation of Christ. I believe the time 
has come to rally people together for this’.9

All these suggestions for a Rule of Life are ‘enabling graces’. They are 
powerful tools, but they are not a set of rules – rather, they are ways to re-
spond to the Holy Spirit. 

They are impossible to keep to without what can be called the ‘Spirit of 
prayer’. But with the Spirit of prayer and the grace of God these tools can be 
powerful and completely life transforming as we seek to abide in God and 
bear much fruit, as we seek to know the joy and awe of walking with God.
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Chapter 3 Study Questions

1. What is your relationship with time like? Do you have far too little of it, or 
does it hang heavy on your hands? Are you an early bird or a night owl? Are 
you habitually late for things, or do you always arrive in plenty of time? What 
might it look like for God to be in control of your time?

2. Could you imagine organising your day around morning, noon and 
evening prayer? If not, what is stopping you? Write those things down and 
consider them prayerfully. How many are genuinely unavoidable? Is there 
anything you could change about your life to reorder it around a regular 
rhythm of prayer?

3. Choose one of the prayer ideas listed in this chapter, pick a day this week 
when you can set aside some time, plan it, then do it. Treat it like an impor-
tant meeting or appointment. Then pick another day – no more than a week 
away – and do another one, or two.… Keep going until you have built a 
sustainable rhythm of prayer into your life.
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