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“Some things in the Scriptures are conveniently ignored—such
as the reality that there might be things in our lives that would cause
abreakdown in our prayers being heard and answered by God. But
this book will not let us continue to bury Scripture’s clear teaching,
or continue to ignore the ongoing rebellions, unrelinquished resent-
ments, and unconfessed sins in our lives that may be hindering our
prayers.”

Nancy Guthrie, author, Seeing Jesus in the Old Testament series

“Few things vex the Christian more than unanswered prayer.
Paul Tautges scatters the darkness of our doubts with six reasons for
unanswered prayer. He blends biblical teaching with many practical
illustrations to challenge and comfort us when the heavens seem as
brass. Read this to revive your prayers, to melt the heavens, and to
increase your answers.”

David Murray, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

“Paul Tautges has a lucid and practical style that helps the
believer to deal thoughtfully with his prayer life. Both motivating and
convicting, here is a very useful and biblical probe for examining
and excising those sins that are hindrances to believing prayer. Read
and obey for the sake of your future, your family, and the work of
God in the world.”

Jim Elliff, founder, Christian Communicators Worldwide

“In Brass Heavens, pastor-shepherd-author Paul Tautges
addresses the age-old question: Why do some prayers go unan-
swered? Wisely, Pastor Tautges grounds his answer in the character
of our Triune God whose very nature is to share generously his
good gifts. Tautges builds a biblical structure upon that foundation,
explaining scriptural reasons for unanswered prayer. Some of these
are not easy to hear —because they call us to accountability —but
all are important to understand. Like the Scriptures, Tautges does
not leave us in the pit of despair, but shows that where sin abounds,
grace superabounds— there are biblical pathways for dealing with



our role in unanswered prayers and for responding humbly to
God’s affectionate sovereignty in response to our prayers.”
Dr. Bob Kellemen, Exec. Dir., Biblical Counseling Coalition

“One of the most painful things about the Christian life is
waiting. What do we do while anguish piles up and God remains
silent to our prayers? We don’t need platitudes or shrugs of
theological ignorance. When we walk in darkness we need to
cling to our God. Paul Tautges searches the Scriptures to unveil
the character and purposes of the God who is always drawing the
praying Christian deeper into faith and repentance. This book
shows that unanswered prayer is an opportunity for rich spiritual
growth—even when the heavens are as brass.”

Dr. Joel R. Beeke, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

“For over two decades I have been blessed to have Paul
Tautges as my friend. His love for and dependency upon the Word
of God, and his confessional way of applying its principles to the
present realities of life, have given countless people encouragement
and help. In my own life, T have come to the conclusion that the
greatest work we do is on our knees. This book gives us practical
ways of understanding and working through the things that hinder
that indispensable work. You will be blessed as you read.”

Dr. Matt Olson, President, Northland International University

“Paul Tautges opens our eyes to the mystery of talking and
listening to God as he clearly communicates the reason God hears
our prayers—and the reason(s) he is (or seems) silent. This short
book is deeply saturated with Bible, gospel, and graceful application.
It serves as a wonderful ‘hearing-aid’ of clarity, hope and under-
standing for all who have encountered brass heavens in the silence
of God and have wondered, ‘Is God listening?*”

Greg Lucas, author, Wrestling With an Angel: A Story of Love,

Disability, and the Lessons of Grace
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INTRODUCTION

Right or wrong, God-centered or self-centered, there are
many reasons we pray. Some pray because we view itas a
means of relieving guilty feelings, or as a mystical pathway
to inner peace. Others pray out of religious duty, believing
that the quantity or quality of our prayers will earn God’s
favor and thus the attention of his ear. Still others pray
from godly motives, as the fruit of a living relationship
with God.

But there is another, more foundational reason we
pray. We desire to be heard.

This is part of our make-up, part of our design as
relational beings made in the image of God. We talk to
other people because we want them to actually listen to
us; we dare to open our hearts in the hope that our deepest
thoughts might be verbalized, heard, and understood.
The longing is so persistent that we keep trying, even
when others repeatedly fail to listen.

Soitis with prayer. We cry out to God because we
expect him to listen. At least, we hope he will.

Sometimes our faith is feeble, and all we can scrape
up is a thin hope that God might listen. Like the writers of
certain Psalms; we cry out to God with more desperation
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than expectation. “Hear a just cause, O LORD; attend to
my cry! Give ear to my prayer” (Psalm 17:1). “Give ear to
my prayer, O God, and hide not yourself from my plea for
mercy! Attend to me, and answer me” (Psalm 5 §:1-2). The
psalmist, distressed at the prospect of God’s absence, begs
him to be present, attentive, and responsive. A shred of
faith keeps him praying, but deep down he fears that God

will not hear him — perhaps even that God cannot hear him.

The Sound of Rain

Deafness is a trial our family knows something about.
Four of our ten children are hearing-impaired. For

three of them the impairment was diagnosed within a

few weeks after birth. But for our first son, born before
the advent of mandatory newborn screening, a medical
diagnosis took more than two years. Well before then,

as his parents, we knew he could not hear, and it deeply
pained us. But when countless tests failed to uncover a
cause for the impairment, our pain grew worse. Without
an obvious medical condition there was nothing to treat,
and some professionals even doubted our son was actually
deaf. We wanted to do everything in our power to help
our son—to make it possible for him to hear the Word of
God and succeed in a hearing world, but what more could
we do to make the professionals understand?

Finally, the providential hand of God led us to an
audiologist who diagnosed our son’s sensorineural
hearing loss, producing our first real glimmer of medical
hope. Having identified a cause there was now a blessed
solution in view. Our son needed hearing aids.
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It sounds simple enough but our meager medical
coverage, combined with my status then as a full-time
college student and part-time hardware store manager,
put the expense well out of our reach. But God is faithful
even when we are faithless (2 Timothy 2:13). Graciously,
our heavenly Father provided for that first pair of hearing
aids through the generous giving of the fellow believers at
our local church. Our two-year old son was fitted for his
first ear molds within a month.

We will never forget those early days when our son
began to hear.

On the way home from the audiologist’s office, our
son’s first pair of aids resting nicely on his ears, we stopped
ata humongous toy store to get him something to help
celebrate this moment. We walked across the parking lot
through a gentle but steady rain, entered the store, and sat
our son in a shopping cart as an aid to regulating his zeal.
My wife and I didn’t even notice the sound of rain on the
metal roof.

Our son did. As we walked up one aisle and down
another, it was almost as if there were no toys on the
shelves clamoring for his attention. From his perch in the
shopping cart, he kept looking at the ceiling, then at me,
then back at the ceiling. Finally I got it. T had been com-
pletely missing the sign language that so obviously said,

“Dad, what is that amazing noise?”

A few days later my wife watched our little guy walk
around the kitchen, clearly on some kind of mission. He
went from cabinet to cabinet, to the dishwasher, to the
stove, stopping briefly to touch each one, waita moment,
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and move on. Finally, his face glowing with satisfaction,
his hands found the source of the faint hum he could hear
but hadn’t been able to locate. The vibration of the refrig-
erator. Our son could hear!

The Heavens as Brass
Sometimes we’re tempted to wonder if God can hear. After
months or even years of praying over a particular person or
situation, we look for evidence God is getting our message
or even paying attention, and we can’t find much. Why
is that? Why do the heavens sometimes seem like brass?
Doesn’t God love us and care for us? Isn’t he all-powerful ?
The phrase brass heavens has its origins in the
Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament. It
was part of God’s warning to his chosen people Israel,
apromised consequence of neglecting to obey his
commands. As the nation prepared to enter the Promised
Land, we find this among the curses for disobedience
given by Moses: “And thy heaven that s over thy head
shall be brass, and the earth that is under thee shall be iron”
(Deuteronomy 28:23; KJV). Most recent translations use
“bronze” instead of “brass,” but the meaning is the same.
Admittedly, this verse in its context has nothing to do
with prayer. Rather, it is a warning from God that periods
of drought would be one of the many consequences of
Israel’s rebellion. The skies would appear promising, but
the heavy layer of clouds would bring forth no rain. As
aresult, the ground would dry up and become like iron,
impossible to cultivate. For a society that survived largely
by agriculture, this was nothing short of a disaster.

10
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So while the verse is not about prayer, brass heavens
nevertheless became a common expression among Chris-
tians because it describes so well the silence of God —the
drought of unanswered prayer and the famine-like
spiritual unfruitfulness that believers sometimes experi-
ence. Like the people who originally adapted the phrase,
I’m just using it in this book as an analogy.

The subtitle of this book reveals its larger purpose.
We want to search the Scriptures for some of the reasons
God appears to go silent. As we examine some causes
of unanswered prayer, we will also discover the biblical
means by which we may open God’s ears to our voice
once again.

God has a good and holy purpose for these periods
of silence. He wants to test our faith that we might see for
ourselves just how weak and dependent we are on him for
all good things. His goal is nothing less than to heighten
our spiritual sensitivities in order to draw us into more
intimate fellowship and faithful obedience with him.

Prayer goes unanswered because God knows our
needs far better than we understand our desires. So itis
only appropriate that we spend the first two chapters of
Brass Heavens thinking about the nature of this God to
whom we pray.

1
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THE TRIUNE
GODHEARS AND
KNOWS

In prayer we tell God nothing he does not already
know. Instead, our prayers acknowledge our awareness
of something he has always known and that we regularly
forget—that we need him and cannot live without him.
Aswe set out to explore the causes of unanswered prayer,
we must begin by understanding this God to whom we
pray and on whom we depend.

Our God is triune, a unity of three persons, with each
person playing a role in our every act of prayer.

e Father. Prayer touches the tenderness of the heavenly
Father’s heart like nothing else, bringing him delight
as he comes to the aid of his children (Matthew 7:11).

¢ Son. Each time we pray we demonstrate our depen-
dence on Jesus Christ, the spotless Lamb of God,
who is the way, truth, and life—the only way to the
Father (John 14:6).

13
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e Spirit. The Holy Spirit carries our prayers to the
Father’s throne of grace, interpreting our heart’s unut-
terable longings (Romans 8:26).

This is the God who knows us and our struggles far
better than we do ourselves. If we are to understand anything
about unanswered prayer, we must begin with him.

The Father Delights to Listen
and Knows Our Needs

The first person of the Trinity —the one who freely chose
to send his only Son to die for our sins—is aware of our
needs, listens to our cries, and delights to give us what is
good for us.

The Father Cares Enough to Listen

The man who penned Psalm 116 had a deep hope and
confidence in God’s love and concern for him. “Ilove the
LoRrD, because he has heard my voice and my pleas for
mercy. Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will
call on him as long as I live” (Psalm 116:1-2). This psalmist
answers the question, “Why pray?” with simple transpar-
ency, as if to say, “Because God hears. Because he cares
enough to listen.”

That may sound too simple or even a bit selfish, but
the testimony is true. God’s listening ear motivated this
man to open his heart to God in prayer. His admission is
simple, raw, and emotional. His honesty is naked. “Ilove
God because he hears me. And because he hears me, I

pray.”

14
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When my 3-year-old son is sobbing and wants to tell
me what happened, I not only listen, but I also bend down
to look into his eyes. So it is with the God of the universe.
We may think of our prayers as feeble attempts to reach up
to God, but when we pray, God actually Jowers himself.

“Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on
himaslongasIlive” (v 2). The word “inclined” means
“bended down.” God bends down, turns his head, and
listens to our cries for help.

If that is not powerful incentive to pray, then I don’t
know what is! God is not far away, but “near to the bro-
kenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18).
He s like a father who “shows compassion to his children”
(Psalm 103:13). This fatherly bending down of our God
and King reinforced the psalmist’s confidence in God as
the one who listens. Therefore he resolved, “I will call on
him as long as I live.”

Remarkably, as much as the confidence of this Old
Testament saint should encourage us to pray, the intimacy
of the New Testament’s more explicit presentation of
God as the Father surpasses it. He is not only the God
who cares enough to listen, but he also knows everything
about us and finds delight in giving good gifts to those
whom he predestined for adoption through Jesus Christ
(Ephesians 1:5).

The Father Knows Our Needs

While teaching his disciples about prayer, Jesus made this
amazing statement: “Your Father knows what you need
before you ask him” (Matthew 6:8).
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Your Father. The first thing to notice here is that
Jesus does not call the first person of the Trinity “the
Father of heaven and earth,” though that surely is true.
Instead he stresses the relational aspect, saying “your
Father.” The believer in Christ has a relationship with
God that the unbeliever does not. God is the Father of
allin the sense that he is the Creator “from whom are all
things” (1 Corinthians 8:6), but he is Father, relationally,
only to believers. This relationship, which is based on
grace alone through faith in Christ alone, deepens and
thrives when we take our needs to the Father in prayer.

Before you ask. The second part of Jesus’ comment—
that our Father “knows what you need before you ask
him” —can easily raise an honest question: If God already
knows our needs and the always-faithful Father has
promised to meet them, why bother to pray? It may seem
like an obvious question, perhaps with an obvious answer,
but what happens next in the gospel account is striking.
Notice what Jesus didr’t do after informing us about the
Father’s foreknowledge: he didn’t just stop talking! If he
had, we might conclude prayer is unnecessary — God
knows what you need; end of story. But Jesus refused to
leave us to our own flawed, finite human logic. Instead,
going against our logic, our Lord said essentially the
opposite: “Your Father knows what you need before you
ask him. Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven ...””

Your loving Father knows what you need before
you ask him, therefore ... ask bim? Jesus wants us to see
that prayer is more about changing us than it is about
informing God or moving him to action.

16
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Asasacrifice of time and energy that could have been
used for other things, prayer is an act of worship, one
by which our hearts are exercised in faith, not merely in
religious ritual. “Ask,” Jesus tells us, “just ask.” Why?
Because true prayer cultivates humility. It requires us to
acknowledge our helplessness. We ask because Jesus told
us to ask. We ask because all that is good comes from God,
not from our own efforts.

Aswebuild alifestyle of prayer, this regular acknowl-
edgment of God’s fatherly provision is infinitely more
valuable than anything else we may receive. The main
thing is not that in the future we might get what we pray
for. The main thing is that in the present, as we pray,
our greatest need is already being met. That need is the
transforming work of God in our hearts, with prayer itself
as one of God’s appointed means of meeting that need.
When Jesus promised a “reward” for those who pray in
secret (Matthew 6:6), perhaps this refining work of God
in our hearts is at least partly what he had in mind.

The Father Delights to Give Gifts

Having taken joy in hearing the cries of our needy hearts
and knowing our needs better than we do, God delights
to give us those things that will be best for us. “Every
good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of lights with whom there is no
variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17). Written
by James, the half-brother of Jesus, this verse portrays
God in a way that should powerfully motivate us to pray.
Good and perfect gifts. God is the source of all that is

17
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good, and he delights in giving good things to his children.
Jesus saysin Luke 11:13, “If you then, who are evil, know
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more
will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those
who ask him!” If we as human beings find joy in giving
our children what we believe to be good gifts, how much
more does an infinitely good God know how to give to
his children! Sometimes we think God withholds things
from us because he does not love us. The opposite is true.
Sometimes God’s withholding of our requests proves his
love. He did exactly this for the apostle Paul to keep his
pride in check (2 Corinthians 12:7-9). God loves us too
much to letus go down a harmful path, even if we see it as
the path of blessing.

Father of lights. All of these undeserved gifts come
down from the “Father of lights,” the creator of the sun,
moon, and stars (Genesis 1:14). These heavenly bodies
testify to God’s glory in part by offering a visual rep-
resentation of God’s “light” —his holiness and purity
(1 John 1:5). Men, however, are not light —we naturally
love darkness because we love sin (John 3:19). Butitis
impossible for God to be involved in darkness in any
way whatsoever. There is “no variation or shadow due
to change” in God for he is pure light—unchanging and
unchangeable. Unlike the sun, moon, and stars, the light
of God’s holiness never surges or fades. Italways burns
with the same infinite intensity. Therefore it is impossible
for God to tempt us toward evil. If we ask him for a fish,
he will not give us a serpent (Luke 11:11).

Of course, the Father is not the only member of the

18
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three-in-one God. The perfect work of the sinless Son of
God opened the door to the grace-saturated throne of our
prayer-answering Father.

The Son Knows and
Understands Our Weaknesses
Jesus Christ, fully God and fully man, is the one whose
perfect life and sin-atoning death serves as the only
possible bridge between sinful man and a holy God.
Accordingly, all our prayers must go “through” him.

As Our Savior, Jesus Opened the Way to
God
Obur status as sinners originated when Adam and Eve
rebelled against God in the Garden of Eden, resulting in
enmity between them and God. As descendants of that
first man and wife, we “all sinned” in Adam (Romans
5:12), inheriting the guilt of sin as well as a sin nature and
consequent need for a Redeemer. The appearance of that
Redeemer was foreshadowed right there in the garden.
Our sacrificial lamb. In an attempt to hide their
shame by their own means, Adam and Eve sewed
together a covering of fig leaves (Genesis 3:7-10). God saw
that their sin and shame required a covering over; he also
saw that their attempt was completely inadequate. So in
mercy he provided a proper solution, foreshadowing the
ultimate solution: God made them garments of animal
skins (Genesis 3:21). The fact that these were skins speaks
clearly of sin being so serious an affront against God’s
holy nature thatit calls for death. Thus death entered the

19
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garden as a direct result of sin. Just as blood had to be shed
to create adequate garments for Adam and Eve, thereby
covering over the shame of sin, one day the blood of the
Son, the Lamb of God (John 1:29), would be shed for
sinful humanity, conclusively solving the problem of sin.
The atoning work of Jesus on the cross, where he volun-
tarily offered his own shed blood, opened the way to God.

As Our High Priest, Jesus Stands Between
Us and the Father

Now that Jesus has ascended back to the Father, his
ministry to us continues. The door to God that the Son
opened for us, through his death, he now keeps open in
his role as our High Priest.

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to
enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the
new and living way that he opened for us through the
curtain, that s, through his flesh, and since we have
agreat priest over the house of God, let us draw near
with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our
bodies washed with pure water. (Hebrews 10:19-22)

To its original Hebrew readers this passage carried
far more meaning than it naturally does for us. “Holy

» <« » «

places,” “curtain,” “great priest,” “house of God,” “draw

near,” “sprinkled clean,” and “washed with pure water”
all make reference to Old Testament physical practices

that foreshadowed New Testament spiritual realities. In

20
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this complex, layered passage we see reference to Jesus as
Savior (“the blood of Jesus”) but also as our “great priest
over the house of God.”

Making a sacrificial offering. In ancient Israel the
holy place was the exclusive, innermost room of the
Temple in Jerusalem. It was open only to the high priest,
only once per year, and only on the condition that he enter
with the blood of an acceptable offering. As the ultimate
High Priest, Jesus would later enter the rxe holy place in
heaven, just once, to offer himself as the sinless sacrifice
for his people (Hebrews 9:24-26; 10:1-14). By bringing
his own blood to the throne of God, Jesus satisfied God’s
holy standard and bore away God’s wrath against our sin
(Romans 3:25). He achieved all of this “through his flesh,”
that is, by his humanity, the “curtain” torn apart to gain
our access to God (Matthew 27:51).

Interceding. In addition to offering sacrifice while
in the holy place, the high priest of ancient Israel would
also pray for the people, interceding on their behalf before
God. Again, this was ultimately a foreshadowing of Jesus.
As our “great priest over the house of God,” Jesus Christ
is the eternal, living intercessor for God’s household, the
church, and is uniquely qualified for this role as the only
one who has lived both in flesh as man and in heaven as
God. This leads us to the next section.

As the God-Man, Jesus Understands
Human Frailty

Justas the high priest in the Temple of ancient Israel could
relate to and thus represent his people before God while

21
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in the physical holy of holies, our High Priest in the
heavens took on flesh and lived on earth in that body for
more than 30 years. Therefore, he can relate fully to our
struggles.

Since then we have a great high priest who has
passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God,
let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have
ahigh priest who is unable to sympathize with our
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been
tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with
confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of
need (Hebrews 4:14-16).

Ininterceding as High Priest on our behalf before the
Father, Jesus therefore serves as our Mediator—one who
stands in between God and man. He is the only one who
canserve in this role.

In Jesus, every Christian possesses the acceptable
Mediator who has already satisfied the holy wrath of
God against our sin. As a result, we may boldly come to
the Father “in Jesus’ name” —that is, through the blood
and complete worthiness of Jesus. But Jesus our great
High Priest did more than complete a task for us; as our
mediator he also understands us.

“In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and
supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was
able to save him from death, and he was heard because of
his reverence” (Hebrews §:7). Are you not struck by the
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phrase “with loud cries and tears?” T am. The image of
Jesus weeping should stamp upon our minds the reality of
his humanity. When he cried out to the Father in anguish
in the garden called Gethsemane—his raw emotions
wrestling against the fact of his impending death— his
bloody sweat was mingled with many tears. This helps
us realize just how human Jesus was (and still is). Our
theology rightly teaches us that Jesus is both 100% God
and 100% man, but do we ponder enough the connec-
tion between the humanity of Jesus and the privilege of
prayer?

It was in “the days of His flesh” that Jesus prayed.
As the virgin-born Son of God, Jesus walked the same
human road we walk (with the exception of the guilt of
sin). As part of his humanity, the pattern he established
at the beginning of his public ministry to rise early in the
morning and go to a desolate place to pray continued until
the night before his death (Mark 1:3 5; Matthew 26:36).

Through the disciplined lifestyle of prayer, Jesus
admitted the weakness of his—and thus our—humanity.
AsHenry Thiessen puts it, “If the Son of God needed to
pray, how much more do we need to wait upon God.”
By calling us to pray, and by opening the door into this
fellowship by means of the shed blood of his Son, God
reminds us of our human weakness and invites us to
ongoing fellowship in his presence.

From personal experience Jesus knows exactly how
hard life can be in these bodies, having experienced every
kind of temptation we will ever face. Our Savior is both
sympathetic and empathetic. This is why we can confi-

23



Brass Heavens

dently draw near to him in our time of need. His throne is
truly a “throne of grace,” dispensing mercy and help to us
whenever we call upon God through him.

The Spirit Knows Our Groaning
and Prays

In the process of prayer, the Holy Spirit plays a role both
unique and unexpected. Romans 8:26-27 puts it like this.

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we
do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the
Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too
deep for words. And he who searches hearts knows
what s the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit inter-
cedes for the saints according to the will of God.

Justas creation groans waiting for the fullness of
redemption, and just as believers groan waiting for
redemption from their earthly bodies (Romans 8:22-23),
so the Holy Spirit groans in prayer! Three truths concern-
ing the Spirit’s ministry of prayer for us are here to be
uncovered.

The Spirit Prays for Us Because We Are
Weak

The Spirit who resides within “helps” us. He comes to
our aid, rescues us, makes our prayers acceptable to God
the Father, and helps shoulder our heavy burden. This is
the ongoing ministry of the Spiritin our “weakness,” our
human frailties.
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Itis important for us to recognize that physical,
emotional, and spiritual weaknesses reveal human frailty,
yetare not necessarily the result of sin. Jesus, the sinless
Son of God, experienced human frailty — enabling him to

“sympathize with our weaknesses” —yet he never sinned
(Hebrews 4:14-15). The omniscient Holy Spirit knows
our weaknesses as well. He is the “Spirit of adoption”
whom we have received from God and “by whom we cry,
‘Abba! Father!”” (Romans 8:15).

The Spirit Prays for Us Because We Are
Ignorant

Often we “do not know what to pray for” (Romans 8:
26). Sometimes we are aware of our ignorance, like the
disciples who asked, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1).
But often we are blind to it, like the sons of Zebedee who
came to Jesus with their mother to demand a position of
leadership —in response Jesus said, “You do not know
what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I
am to drink?” (Matthew 20:22).

The Spirit prays for us because our knowledge is
incomplete. Matthew Henry writes, “We are short-
sighted ... like foolish children, that are ready to cry for
fruit before it is ripe and fit for them.”s One of my young
daughters loves to eat pears, but she does not know how
to tell when they are ripe. As a result she will often grab
ahard, green pear off the kitchen counter, take one bite,
and leave the rest behind claiming “it is too hard.” We
often do the same. We want the fruit God is preparing
for our future, but we want it now, before it is ripe. We
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do this because we are ignorant of what is best for us, and
therefore don’t know how to pray as we should. But the
Spirit prays according to perfect knowledge. He prays
with “groanings too deep for words.” The Spirit pleads on
our behalf in longings that are verbally inexpressible. This
is his silent prayer ministry.

The Spirit Prays for Us Because God’s
Knowledge is Perfect
Paul continues in Romans 8:27, “He who searches hearts
knows what s the mind of the Spirit.” The omniscient
Father always knows what the Spirit is thinking. So the
Spirit’s prayers include groanings that literally cannot
be expressed in words, but at the same time the Father
knows and understands the thoughts of the Spirit without
the need for words. The Spirit of God knows the thoughts
of God (1 Corinthians 2:11), and the Father knows
the thoughts of the Spirit. The two are always in full
agreement.
What then is the role of words in prayer? The same
as the role of words in human communication generally.
We do not have God’s unlimited intellect, so we generally
need words to help us capture thoughts in a more tangible
form. Most of the time we also need words to communi-
cate reasonably well with one another and with ourselves.
This is why the Bible has come to us as it has—the Spirit
“translating” God’s thoughts to us in the form of words (1
Corinthians 2:13, 2 Peter 1:21).
Knowing that God’s thoughts have been revealed to
us by the Spirit in the written Word of God, we can have
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great confidence that the words the Spirit prays on our
behalf to the Father are always perfectly in accord with
Scripture. The same cannot be said of our own prayers, as
R. C. Sproul admonishes,

Professing Christians often ask God to bless or
sanction their sin. They are even capable of telling
their friends they have prayed about a certain matter
and God has given them peace, despite what they
prayed for was contrary to His will. Such prayers are
thinly veiled acts of blasphemy, and we add insult to
God when we dare to announce that his Spirit has
sanctioned our sin by giving us peace in our souls.
Such a peace is a carnal peace and has nothing to do
with the peace that passes understanding, the peace
that the Spirit is pleased to grant to those who love
God and love his law.+

It should come as no surprise that sinful, rebellious
people are capable of sinful, rebellious prayers. We can
pray with our mouths, “7hy will be done,” but mean in
our hearts, “My will be done.” This is where the Spirit
helps us immensely. Galatians 4:6 says, “God has sent the
Spirit of his Son into our hearts.” The Holy Spiritis the
Spirit of Jesus. The Spirit and the Son make our prayers
acceptable to the Father according to his will. In other
words, we pray, then on the basis of those prayers the Son
and Spirit pray for us to the Father on our behalf in perfect
accordance with the Father’s will.

Jesus is our substitute, our representative before the
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Father, and only on the basis of his work on the cross can
we ever come before God. The same is true of our prayers!
Justas we are unfit to come before the Father on our own
behalf, neither are our prayers! They must be sanctified
and purified — “translated,” so to speak —by the Spirit
and Son before they can come before the Father. If no
unholy person can come before God, then neither can any
unholy prayers. This is what it means to say that the Spirit

intercedes for us “according to the will of God.”

Then Let Us Draw Near

The Hebrews 4 and Hebrews 10 passages quoted earlier
in this chapter teach us so much about prayer and the
amazing triune God who listens. All the more important,
then, that we notice that both these passages from
Hebrews follow the same structure: since God did A, we
should do B. In each passage the phrase “letus” is the pivot
point, the transition from teaching to application.

Since we have in Jesus:

o thissacrificial lamb,

* this high priest and mediator,

e this God-man who understands our weaknesses and
frailties,

e this Spirit who prays for us according to the will of

God,

then let us draw near and pray with confidence, firm
in the faith that Jesus understands and that the Son and the
Spirit will carry our prayers perfectly to the throne of our
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loving Father who delights to respond to our prayers by
giving us exactly what we need.

Because Jesus in his role as High Priest presented
his own sacrificial blood to the Father, we can draw
near to God in prayer —joyfully certain that our sins
have been acceptably atoned for and, consequently, that
God’s wrath against us has been satisfied. Indeed all who
approach God by repentant faith in Christ as Savior
may enter with assurance by this new and living way
(Hebrews 10:20), on the merit of Jesus alone, our High
Priest who “always lives to make intercession” for us
(Hebrews 7:25).

Indeed, all three members of the Trinity know all
there is to know about you and are actively involved in
answering your prayers. The Father turns his ear toward
you and listens because he cares for his children. The
Son intercedes as your High Priest because he gave his
lifeblood to redeem you and become the only gateway to
the Father. The Spirit helps carry your burdens to God.
When you do not know how to pray the Holy Spirit
pleads with the Father for you according to his good and
perfect will.

Yet that’s not primarily why you picked up this book.
Itis good to be assured of the breathtaking work of the
triune God on our behalf behind the scenes when we
pray —itis the rock-solid foundation we need to build the
rest of our thinking upon. But you are probably reading
this book because you are just like me; even though you
know this theology of God is true, sometimes your
prayers still are not answered. The heavens become as brass.
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What then? What are the reasons God’s hearing
seems impaired? Is there anything you can do to remedy
the problem? Let’s begin to go there now.

HEAVENLY FATHER, I praise you for hearing my voice.
Thank you for loving me, a rebellious sinner, and demon-
strating that love by bending down to listen to my cries for
help. Your tender compassion not only invites me to pour
out my heart to you, but your unchanging character as the
giver of all good gifts creates within me the godly desire to
pray.

Lorp JEsus, thank you for voluntarily offering your
atoning blood on my bebalf in obedience to the Father’s
will. Thank you for allowing men created by you to shed
your blood on the altar of Calvary to satisfy the Father’s
righteous law and propitiate bis just wrath against my sin.
Thank you for being my completely human, and therefore
totally understanding, High Priest who always lives to
intercede for me.

Hoty SpirT, I praise you for silently praying for me
when my faith is too feeble to even find a voice or I am roo
ignorant to even know what to say. Knower of the mind
of God and therefore the will of the Father, I am confident
that your prayers always reach heaven’s throne. When you
pray, the heavens can never be as brass.

Amen.

30



Three

PET SINS

The Care and Feeding of Rebellion

We often like having animals as pets because we
believe they can enrich our lives. We like attending to
them, interacting with them, and just having them around.
Strangely enough, it’s almost exactly the same with pet sins.

Somehow we become aware of a particular kind
of sin and feel drawn to it. Maybe we have noticed that
other people who own the same pet sin seem to enjoy its
presence in their lives. We begin to imagine that having the
same sin come live with us would be enriching or thrilling
or anice distraction from the patterns and responsibili-
ties of daily life. And in the process of self-seduction we
lose sight of the fact that this pet is not in fact something
positive or even neutral. Itis sin, a complete and unquali-
fied negative, and alot more like a coiled rattlesnake than a
playful puppy.

Yet we invite it in, and it begins to live with us. Maybe
we even have to go to some considerable expense or effort
to acquire or keep it, but that’s okay, because we really
want it around —at least some of the time. As we begin to
feed itand groom it and play with it, it begins to integrate
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itself into our lives, and its presence comes to feel natural.
But then one day it turns on us, or does something
shocking or disgusting, and we recoil. Of course, we are
only surprised because we have forgotten our pet’s true
nature. But now we are so accustomed to having it around
that we don’t think very seriously about getting rid of

it. We return to caring for this pet sin, and after awhile

the same thing happens. Once again we are shocked and
repulsed, although maybe a little less than before. So we
continue to keep it around; our pet sin is now part of us.
We have come to cherish this addition to our lives, and it is
actually difficult to imagine living without it.

The Bible offers a vivid picture of our perverse
tendency to love the very thing that has harmed us. “Like
adog that returns to his vomit is a fool who repeats his
folly” (Proverbs 26:11). This is exactly how we behave
when we keep on indulging a pet sin even when we see
how bad it can be for us. We return to the same sins
repeatedly, gobbling them up greedily even though we
know they make us sick.

We all have these particular areas of weakness —pet
sins we are strangely attached to despite the pain and
grief they have caused us. What is it that prevents us
from seeing the awfulness of our sin? Forgive the graphic
imagery (you can blame Solomon), but what keeps us
from smelling and tasting the vomit?

Ovur fallen nature, which actively loves sin, blinds us
to just how awful it really is. We fail to see that it brings
us far more harm and pain than anything else. We fail to
see it as so wicked that Jesus had to die for it. We fail to see
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how much it grieves the Holy Spirit. And we fail to see
that every sin is a brazen act of rebellion against our loving
Father.

Rebels with a Future

Beginning with the garden of Eden, man’s main problem
has always been a desire to be independent of God’s rule.
In effect, we want to dethrone him and take his place.
Deep down our flesh does not want to be restrained by
anyone, even God —especially God. This is our universal
rebellion, the tragic reality underlying the relationship
between man and God and our most deeply rooted
problem.

This willfulness manifests itself at the heart level
(Galatians 5:17). We often get sick of sin’s guilt and
consequences, and it makes us vomit. But then we turn
around and do it all over again, continually proving that
our nature is as senselessly defiant as the Bible says it is
(Jeremiah 17:9).

But the good news is that God has promised to
redeem a people for himself, purifying them and making
them perfect in the Son. Therefore, if we are truly born
of God, the indwelling Holy Spirit is ever at work in
our hearts convicting us of our rebellion. When God the
Father drew us to himself (John 6:44), we beheld the glory
of Jesus in the gospel (2 Corinthians 3:18), and we were
convicted, regenerated, and transformed by the Spirit
(John 3:6; 16:8). Instantly our affections began to change,
reflecting the beauty and newness of life in Christ instead
of the stench and oldness of death (Ephesians 2:3,13).
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This was not our work, but God’s. It is only because of
his regenerating and transforming work in us that we
want anything to do with him and his will (Philippians
2:13). Our sin nature has no interest in holiness. Only the
new heart that God gifted to us by the Holy Spiritis even
capable of desiring to be like Jesus, who always did “the
things that are pleasing to [the Father]” (John 8:29).

So when we allow that sin nature to rule us, when we
turn back to the vomit like a dog that can’t help himself,
when we continue to cherish our pet sins even though we
know they are disgusting —we still have a God who loves
us too much to let us remain blind to our pitiful condition.
God is committed to freeing us gradually and progres-
sively from our sin, and the Father delights to bend down
to listen to our voice. At the same time, if we will not
pray honestly to God or obey him, he may take another
approach. God our Father may go silent on us, with-
drawing himself from our lives as much as is necessary
to refocus our attention. He does this not out of punish-
ment, but for chastening and discipline, so we may see the
seriousness of our sin and begin to be filled with the godly
grief that leads to true repentance (2 Corinthians 7:10).

Cherishing Pet Sins

One reason we might come under the chastening love of
God arises from our natural inclination to rebel against
God by cherishing sin. Psalm 66:16-20 says it plainly.

Come and hear, all you who fear God, and I will tell
what he has done for my soul. I cried to him with
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my mouth, and high praise was on my tongue. If 1
had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would
not have listened. But truly God has listened; he has
attended to the voice of my prayer. Blessed be God,
because he has not rejected my prayer or removed his
steadfast love from me!

“Come and hear” is the psalmist’s invitation to fellow
believers to observe the works of God in his life which
occurred in answer to prayer. He wants us, the readers, to
bless God as he does—to join him in “high praise,” for

“truly God has listened” to the voice of our prayer and
“has not rejected [our] prayer or removed his steadfast
love from [us]!”

Sandwiched between two powerful declarations of
the faithfulness of God to answer prayer, however, is this
sober warning: “If I had cherished iniquity in my heart,
the Lord would not have listened.” Cherished sin—pet
sins—can be a cause of unanswered prayer.

To cherish sin is to look forward ro doing what God
forbids. It is the Old Testament equivalent of making

“provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Romans
13:14). Itinvolves allowing certain thought patterns,
habits of life, or questionable relationships to remain
in order to provide opportunity for the satisfaction of
fleshly pleasures. We could say it means our flesh prefers
to keep a pet sin “on the side,” just in case God’s promise
of something better does not pan out. In fact, the precise
opposite is true: to the extent that we keep investing
foolishly in satisfaction outside of God, we cannot and
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will not find the greater treasure that is to be found only
in him. Can we not learn from Satan’s tempting of Eve?
It was as if he said to her, “Reach out, Eve. Take it, just in
case that stingy God has hidden something good from
you.” And how did that turn out?

The “cherishing” of sin mentioned in Psalm 66 may
eveninclude “praying for God’s help in order to be able to
commit some form of sin.”® Have you seen this potential
in your own life? Our depraved hearts are so wicked that
we can deceive ourselves into praying for something that
enables our rebellion, even convincing ourselves that our
sinful desire is God’s good will for us.

Kill Your Pets

To address this persistent problem of our sinful flesh

we must choose to follow the radical counsel of Jesus,
viciously ridding our lives of anything that aids the fulfill-
ment of our fleshly lusts.

If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and
throw itaway. For it is better that you lose one of
your members than that your whole body be thrown
into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut
it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose
one of your members than that your whole body go
into hell. (Matthew §:29-30)

If you are aware of your struggle to resist a particular

form of temptation, then you must make no provision
for it. Instead you must amputate from your life whatever
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triggers your temptations. To walk the edge of sinis a
fool’s game, for at any moment you could plunge yourself
and your loved ones into an abyss of pain, grief, and
tragedy. Instead you must stand firmly upon the granite
cliff of steadfast obedience to God’s Word.

To establish, maintain, or permit the existence in your
life of any avenues by which your flesh could seek to fulfill
its rebellious desires— this is the cherishing of pet sin. By
this you will guarantee the short-circuiting of your prayers.
This effort to live two different lives—one in which you
cherish God and another in which you cherish sin—is the
very definition of being double-minded. And as James, the
brother of our Lord, put it so memorably when discussing
prayer in times of trial, “that person must not suppose that
he will receive anything from the Lord” (James 1:7).

God’s Intentional Deafness

The deafness of God, of course, is intentional. Psalm 66
says that the Lord “would not” have listened, not that he
could not. “Thus says the LOorD who made the earth, the
Lorp who formed it to establish it— the LORD is his name:
Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great
and hidden things that you have not known” (Jeremiah
33:2-3). This specific promise to the prophet Jeremiah
nevertheless contains truth for all time. God can and will,
when he chooses, do great and mighty things in response
to prayer. But when he refuses to answer our prayers

it has nothing to do with his ability. He could always
answer, but at times he chooses not to. And sometimes it
is because we cherish sin.
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In these seasons God closes his ears to our voice
because he intends to open our eyes to sin that we need
to turn from. Such deafness by God and silence from
God can be brief or extended. It can be experienced as
relatively minor or quite severe. This may leave us feeling
numb in our souls, joyless in our hearts, and unstable in
our faith. Indeed at times God’s discipline may need to be
more severe in order to create within us “a broken spirit; a
broken and contrite heart” (Psalm §1:17). All of this is the
loving, chastening discipline of a Father who loves us too
much to let us be content in our sin.

Is there a particular pet sin that you have been
unwilling to repent of? Is there a form of rebellion that
you find even some small pleasure hanging on to? Why
not confess it right now? Why not determine to immedi-
ately destroy every means, large or small, blatant or subtle,
by which you make provision for it to remain present in
your life? Why not do all in your power to open God’s
ears to your voice once again?

As we return to where the psalmist began we see him end
onavery encouraging note. “But truly God has listened;
he has attended to the voice of my prayer. Blessed be God,
because he has not rejected my prayer or removed his
steadfast love from me!” (Psalm 66:19-20). When we deal
honestly with our sin before our holy but forgiving God,
we agree with the psalmist and share his renewed confi-
dence in God’s grace. God cares for us in our weakness.
For our own good he graciously turns us away from
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cherishing sin. Even in this painful process of discipline

he does not remove his steadfast love (grace) from us. In
the midst of our chastening we are assured of his love and
of the security that is ours in Christ. If we are truly born
again, then nothing—not even our heart’s lingering desire
to cherish sin—can ever “separate us from the love of God
in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:39).

God rejects the prayers of those
who cherish iniquity,
but receives the prayers of those who battle sin.

HEAVENLY FATHER, I praise you for hearing my voice.
I thank you that you love me enough to discipline me, to
close your ears to my prayers in order that my eyes may be
opened to my pet sins so that I see them for what they really
are— displays of my independent, defiant nature that resists
full submission to your good will. Thank you for opening
mey eyes to the inmer workings of my heart and the presence
of corrupt affections so that I may humbly confess my sins.
LORD JESUS, thank you for willingly offering your
atoning blood on my bebalf ro be shed on the cross of
Calvary as full payment for my rebellion against the
Father’s rightful authority and perfect will. Thank you
for remaining faithful and righteous to forgive me and
to cleanse me from all unrighteousness. I praise you that
because of your resurrection and ascension to the Father’s
right hand, you are my ever-living High Priest who makes
continual intercession for me.
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Hoty Spirit, I praise you for your faithful, convicting
work in my heart. Thank you for opening my spiritual
eyes to see how often I delight in sin, even to the extent
that I make provision for my flesh, sometimes convincing
myself that my will is your will, and thereby rationalizing
my actions and justifying my own rebellion. O, may you
cultivate a deeper submission of my will to yours that I
may walk daily in your sanctifying power, rather than the
corrupting power of my flesh.

Amen.
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Identity in Christ

by Jerry Bridges

Jerry Bridges unpacks Scripture
togive the Christian eight clear,
simple, interlocking answersto
one of themost essential

| questions of life.

‘Jerry Bridges ' gift for simple but deep spiritual communication is fully
displayed in this warm-hearted, biblical spelling out of the Christian's
trueidentity in Christ.”

J L Packer, Theological Editor, ESV Study Bible; author,
Knowing God, A Quest for Godliness, Concise Theology

“Tknow of no onebetter prepared than Jerry Bridges to write Who
AmI?Heisaman who knows who heis in Christand he helpsusto
see succinctly and clearly who we are to be. Thank you for another
gift to the Church of your wisdom and insight in thisbook.”

R.C. Sproul, founder, chairman, president, Ligonier Ministries;
executive editor, Tabletalk magazine; general editor, The
Reformation Study Bible

“Who AmI? answers one of the most pressing questions of our time
inclear gospel categories straight from the Bible. Thislittlebook isa
great resource to ground new believers and remind all of us of what
God has made us through faith in Jesus. Thank the Lord for Jerry
Bridges, who continues to provide the warm, clear, and biblically
balanced teaching that has made him so beloved to this generation
of Christians.”

Richard D. Phillips, Seniior Minister, Second Presbyterian
Church, Greenwille, SC
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A Bible Study on Philippians for
Women

by Keri Folmar

One of thefew truly inductive
Biblestudiesintended foruseby

KERI FOLMAR ‘

“This study points the way into thebiblical text, offering a clear and
effective guide in studying Paul’sletter to the Philippian church. Keri
Folmar encourages her readers first and foremost to listen well to
Godsinspired Word.”

Kathleen Nielson, author of the Living Word Bible Studies;
Director of Womenn's Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition

“Keri's Bible study will not only bring the truths of Philippians tobear
upon your life, but will also train you up for better, more effective
study of any book of the Bible with her consistent use of the three
questions needed in all good Bible study: Observation, Interpretation,
and Application.”

Connie Dever, author of The Praise Factory children’s ministry
curriculum and wife of Pastor Mark Dever, President of 9
Marks Ministries

“Keriletsthe Scriptures do the talking! No cleverly invented stories,
ancillary anecdotes, or emotional manipulation here. Keritakes us
deeper into the text, deeper into the heart of Paul, deeper into the
mind of Christ,and deeper into our own hearts as we pursue Christ for
joy inall things. I highly commend this study for your pursuit of joy.”

Kiristie Anyabwile is a graduate of NC State University and wife
of Thabiti, a Gospel Coalition Council Member
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A Woman’s Guide to Conquering
Chaos

by Staci Eastin

Disorganized?
Youdontneed morerules, the
latest technique, or anew gadget.

Thisbook will show you adifferent,
better way. A way grounded inthe
graceof God.

“Staci Eastin packs a gracious punch, full of insights about our
disorganized hearts and lives,immediately followed by the balm of
gospel-shaped hopes. This book is ideal for accountability partners
and small groups.”

Carolyn McCulley, blogger, filmmaker, author of Radical Wom-
anhood andDid I Kiss Marriage Goodbye?

“Unless we understand the spiritual dimension of productivity, our
techniques will ultimately backfire. Find that dimension here. En-
couraging and uplifting rather than guilt-driven, thisbook can help
women who want tobe more organized but know that addinganew
methodisnotenough.”

Matt Perman, Director of Strategy at Desiring God, blogger,
author of the forthcoming book, What's Best Next: How the
Gospel Transforms the Way You Get Things Done

“Organizing a home can be an insurmountable challenge for a wom-
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of the heart and the ability to run a well-managed home. Thisis not
ahow-to. Eastin looks at sin as the root problem of disorganization.
She offers a fresh new approach and one I recommend, especially to
those of us who have tried all the other self-help models and failed.”

Aileen Challies, mom of three, and wife of blogger, author, and
pastor Tim Challies



