
Prayer and the Promises: Power 
Source for Bold Ministry 

Let’s now face a painful but helpful truth: the boldness of grace cannot come from our natural selves. I am naturally 
(that is, in my sinful nature inherited from my first parents) self contained and self-praising. I tend to seek assurance 
of my righteousness by comparing myself with others — judging them as sinners and myself as more or less sin-free 
(Luke 18:9-14). Following the example of a friend, I must identify myself this way: "My name is Jack Miller, and I am a 
recovering Pharisee.” 

If you read the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector in Luke 18, you might conclude that I speak too severely 
about myself. I am not usually a strict, rigid, unfeeling religious per son as is the man in the parable. But there is still 
enough of the Pharisee in me — and, I believe, in every one of us. The Pharisee is essentially a person who is more 
aware of the sins of others than of his own; he consequently feels superior to other human beings and judges them 
without first taking the beam out of his own eye (Luke 6:39ff.). He also lacks loving hope. He does not expect grace 
to do much for him or others. 

We recovering Pharisees often find that in our minds we have collected albums full of dark snapshots of other 
people, our selves, and God and His grace. What is real in our minds are negative images of the resistance of non-
Christians to the gospel, our own failed attempts at witnessing, and feelings of powerful self condemnation at work 
beneath our proclaimed righteousness. 

But here our need makes us teachable. Grace, not sin, is the governing power in our lives, and therefore it stirs us to 
look at the way prayer and the promises can become the power source for bold ministry. We begin by looking more 
closely at the teaching about prayer in the Gospel of Luke and Acts. 

The book of Acts makes it plain that the bold witness de scribed in the previous chapters is God's norm for His 
church. After Pentecost, we see that Peter and John are characterized by incredible courage in proclaiming the good 
news (Acts 4:13), and they do not stand alone. Stephen's fearlessness in witness and debate surpasses even the 
boldness of the apostles (Acts 6-7). The same fervent tongue is also found in the church as a whole. Believers are 
not silenced by persecution. Instead, those "who were scattered went about preaching the Word " (Acts 8:4 RSV). 
How did this happen? In the Old Testament, God's bold ones were few in number. How, suddenly, did the whole 
church of God begin to function like God's special prophets of old? The answer lies in the coming of the Holy Spirit, 
the Spirit of witness who, as He indwells men and women, enlists and equips them to do His work. The Father sends 
the Spirit because the Son has atoned for our sins. At the institution of the new covenant Jesus says, "This is my 
blood of the new covenant that is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins" (Matt. 26:28). Linked to this 
covenant of pardon and acceptance is the gift of the Spirit who works faith and adoption in those who once were 
enemies of grace. The inseparable order now is justification by faith in Christ's atonement, adoption to sonship, and 
the gift of the Spirit (Gal. 3:10-14; 4:4-7). 

There is something else too. God provides a means for us to appropriate the Spirit's power in our lives and a means 
for non-Christians to be prepared to receive the Word. That means is prayer. It breaks down our self-sufficiency. It is 
our door of access to the Heavenly Father through which, as His adopted sons and daughters, we receive His grace 
to do His work. Again, it is the Holy Spirit who brings our prayers to the Father. These prayers often come with 
weakness and feeble groanings. But they have compelling authority because they are offered in the name of the 
omnipotent Son of God and carried by the intercession of the Spirit of adoption. 

The coming of the Holy Spirit and the believer's consequent new access and power in prayer are what make the 
difference between the Old Testament church and New Testament church. Under the old covenant, God's people 
were notorious for not stirring themselves up to pray (Isa. 64:7). But Christ's resurrection and ascension ushered in a 
new age when His people were indwelt by the Spirit of prayer. This Spirit warms our hearts to approach the Father 
and makes intercession for us so that our prayers may be heard. The church pictured by Luke is first and foremost a 
confident, expectant church because it is a dependent, praying church. These Christians had been shown the vital 
link between prayer for grace and the work God gave them to do. They knew: 



• that the Lord taught His disciples to seek the gift of the Spirit through earnest prayer (Luke 11:1-13); 
• that the Lord commanded His disciples to wait together in Jerusalem until they were filled with the power of the 

Spirit (Luke 24:49); 
• that His disciples obeyed the Lord by waiting with "one mind" in constant and united prayer for the coming of the 

Holy Spirit (Acts 1:13-24; 2:1-4); 
• that the disciples were filled with the Spirit of grace while they prayed at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4), and subsequently 

when they sought power to confront a hostile world with renewed boldness (Acts 4:22-31); 
• that the apostles were unalterably committed to prayer as their first priority in ministry (Acts 6:4); 
• and that one of the four distinguishing features of their newly born church was its being devoted continually to the 

practice of public prayer (Acts 2:42). 1 

In short, what the church of Jerusalem had discovered was that the work of the gospel required the gift of the Spirit's 
filling, sought in fervent prayer. Here is an amazing paradox: we who have the Holy Spirit must constantly seek His 
presence and His control of our lives by fervent prayer (Luke 11:5-13). With out this heavenly anointing, there is only 
an earthly work. Our words have no power unless the Spirit speaks through us, and they have no effect unless the 
Spirit applies them to men's hearts. John Piper says, "God has made the spread of his fame hang on the preaching 
of his Word; and he has made the preaching of his Word hang on the prayers of the saints." 

It is sad today that many believers who are sensitive to doctrinal issues are often insensitive to the vital link between 
evangelism and prayer. They emphasize the power of the written Word, but have less awareness of the necessity for 
united and continued prayer that God would powerfully apply that Word to sinners through the Spirit. Commonly, 
these orthodox Christians have a certain fear of fervent public prayer among believers. Not only are they afraid of 
displays of "enthusiasm," but they feel that the main task of the church at this end time is to hold the line, to maintain 
true doctrine, and to wait for God — rather than petition Him — to accomplish His sovereign good pleasure in the 
area of evangelism. 

These believers are perfectly right in their determination to defend the faith in our time. Perhaps that is why it is 
difficult for them to see that they may be heretical when it comes to the doctrine of prayer. But it is a most serious 
deviation in doctrine to neglect the teaching that all Christian work hinges on the supplication of God's people and 
"the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ" (Phil. 1:19). 

Then there are other believers who are sensitive to the importance of prayer, but who tend to think of it almost as a 
commodity, a vehicle for carrying forward the next evangelistic campaign. These zealous Christians are so intensely 
concerned with enlisting "prayer support" for the work that they stand in danger of equating prayer support with 
other kinds of support — material means and organizational structures. 

Again, these believers are perfectly right in their recognition of the necessity of prayer. But this proper emphasis may 
well mislead them into thinking that they need no further instruction on the wonder of our access to the living God 
through Christ. As a result, they are robbed of the blessing of further growth in the doctrine of prayer and miss 
seeing the magnificence of God's glory as the supreme purpose of it all. They also may unwittingly fall into the grave 
error of attempting to manipulate God as did Israel in the days of Eli (1 Sam. 4). 

Christians in both situations have missed the exciting link be tween prayer and God's purposes in the world. It is, 
simply, that prayer starts the promises of God on their way to fulfillment. Here is God's battle plan for our time. In 
prayer, God allows us to lay hold of His purposes as these are expressed in His promises. Each promise is a hook for 
pulling our faith into the heavens. There we catch God's missionary vision of a world filled with His praise (Ps. 67). By 
claiming God's promises as we petition Him in prayer, we set God's work in motion (Luke 10:1-3; Acts 4:23-31). 
Unbelievable as it may seem, the omnipotent God uses our requests to activate the fulfillment of His mighty 
promises in history (Rev. 8:1-5). As the laborers pray, He begins to ripen the harvest for reaping (Acts 13:1-4). 

As a leader in the colonial church, Jonathan Edwards under stood this principle better than most. In the late 1740s 
he reasoned in an essay entitled "An Humble Attempt to Promote Explicit Agreement in Prayer" that revival and 
missionary outthrust inevitably resulted when believers committed them selves, unitedly and continuously, to 
intercession for this purpose. As an example, he cited the revival through prayer of the Cambuslang Presbytery in 
Scotland. In his view, this and other mighty outpourings of the Spirit did not happen by caprice, but came about 
because of the inherent connection between prayer and the descent of the Spirit. In essence, he taught that a 
concert of prayer to claim the biblical promises resulted in the fulfillment of great passages like Zechariah 8:20-23. 
There verses 21 and 22 picture a great concert of prayer by God's people, and verse 23 reveals the result, when 
many men from the nations take "hold of the skirt of the Jew" and commit themselves to the living God.  



According to historians of revival, Edwards's teaching on the power of agreement in prayer stimulated a whole series 
of revivals and conversions throughout the 1700s. By the close of the century, American Christians came to 
understand that coldness and timidity in evangelism in the church could only be cured by a commitment to 
corporate prayer. According to J. Edwin Orr, a major student of revivals, this "concert of prayer" became the dynamic 
source of boldness in evangelism and missionary endeavor for the U.S. right up to the mighty spiritual explosion of 
1858. He says, "The concert of prayer remained the significant factor in the recurring revivals of religion and the 
extraordinary out-thrust of missions for a full fifty years, so commonplace it was taken for granted by the Churches.” 

Bold praying has its impact on the individual as well. We have seen that such intercession brings the harvest to 
fruition by claiming the promises of God; it also becomes the power that activates the laborers. The reason for this is 
that boldness in witness is fed by boldness in worship and intercession. Left to our selves, we Christians are not in 
the habit of witnessing. Our habitual relationships with friends, relatives, and co-workers are ones of conventional 
reserve. But, when we have spoken first with God and claimed the promise of the Spirit's power and presence, we 
cannot be silent before men. 

The important thing is to begin to pray for the salvation of particular people no matter how one feels, and thereafter 
to keep on praying whether visible results appear or not. Find a Christian friend or two, share the biblical vision of the 
harvest with them, and gather together weekly to pray with one mind for the Spirit to convict non-Christians of sin, 
break down their prejudices and fears, and open their hearts to Christ. 

Prayer with this kind of boldness and power depends upon our understanding of Christ's work for us. We can pray 
this way only when we understand that the blood of Jesus has given us free access to the Father. Listen to Hebrews. 
“Since therefore, brethren, we have confidence [boldness] to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, by a new 
and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, and since we have a great high priest 
over the house of God, let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled 
clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.” (10:19-22 NASB) 

Jesus' work introduced a new day in God's relationship with man. The veil of the old covenant between a holy God 
and unholy men has been forever removed by the sacrifice of Christ. Now there is nothing between. Friendship, 
openness, access, and freedom describe the new relationship between the Father and those who know Him through 
His Son. Hence boldness in worship is nothing but the sons of God exercising their new rights through the power of 
the Spirit. 

These new rights, however, cannot be exercised in the absence of a clear conscience. We must not hide anything 
from our Father or pretend that we are without sin (1 John 1:5-2:2). We are not orphans, slaves of fear, who love the 
secrets of darkness. No, we are the beloved sons and daughters of a gracious Father. We believe His promise and 
confess our sins freely to Him. By faith we draw near to Him, "having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil 
conscience" (Heb. 10:22 NASB). The tense of the verb in the Greek implies a past action extending into the present 
in its effect. This is what Jesus' blood has done for us. His past action has accomplished our permanent acceptance 
as sons with the Father. It also provides for a continued cleansing of the conscience through the daily confession of 
sins on the basis of that finished work. 

This is how we learn to enjoy the full freedom Christ has purchased for us, and it is the only way a Spirit-empowered 
evangelism can proceed unhindered by barriers of selfishness, unrepented sin, and a guilty conscience. When the 
Spirit worked powerfully in Isaiah's life to make him a man of courage, it began with the man's immediate confession 
of a particular sin, a sin of the lips. He had become honest about himself for the first time, and in a most public way. 
It is this kind of repentance that prepares the way for bold prayers of faith and a bold wit ness fulfilling those prayers. 

How would this freedom express itself in the local church or on a missions team? My guess is that it often comes 
with a divine surprise, with people doing what is not really natural for them to do. For instance, some years ago 
Richard Kaufmann, now a pastor but then an elder in our New Life Presbyterian Church, gave himself to bold praying 
for the salvation of his neighbors. He urged the rest of us leaders to pray with him, and we did, claiming the promises 
together. His burden kept growing for his neighbors' salvation, and I expected him to invite them to a Bible study in 
his home. Instead, with the agreement of his hospitable wife Elizabeth, he went to them and apologized for not being 
more neighborly! They accepted his apology and some said they regretted that they had not been very neighborly 
themselves. 

Then he did neighborly things. He went out of his way to greet them and talk with them. Finally he invited them to an 
open house, and the first time he and his family did that, over forty people showed up. Within a few more weeks, 
professions of faith followed, and one of these neighbors is now a deacon in the church. 



FINDING THE CUTTING EDGE 

1. Name the six links between prayer and the work God gives us to do. 
2. Evaluate your own practical theology of prayer. Check the statements that most accurately describe your view and 
practice. 
___ I don't pray much. God is sovereign and I trust Him to run the world without being dependent upon my prayers. 
___ God is my good Father and I pray to Him for grace to witness. 
___ I pray a great deal, but it does not seem to work for me. 
___ God seems indifferent to my prayers. I'm disappointed in Him. 
___ I pray for a parking place downtown and always find one. 
___ I mostly pray for the sick. 
___ I especially pray when I am afraid. I don't know much about praise.. 
___ Praying with others is hard for me, so I stay away from prayer gatherings. 
___ Praying with others is hard for me, so I go as often as I can to prayer gatherings. 
___ I study the promises of God so that I can pray for small things and also for God to convict people of sin and bring 
them to Jesus. 
3. State in one sentence the connection between prayer and the promises of God. Then claim a prayer promise like 
John 15:7-8. 
4. Write a paragraph on Jonathan Edwards's work promoting corporate prayer and bold evangelism. 
5. A troubled conscience is a hindrance to effective evangelism. How does our sonship relationship enable us to be 
freed from crippling guilt? 
6. The cutting edge of grace: On a three-by-five card write (at the top) a promise or invitation to faith, such as John 
3:16 or 1:29 or 15:7-8. Underneath that promise list the names of five people you want to see become Christians. 
Then put the card on a mirror where you will see it at least once a day. Each time you see the card, claim its promise 
for the five persons. 


