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WHAT TO PRAY WHEN YOU DON’T KNOW HOW TO PRAY 

 

Colossians 1:9-14 
 

Once upon a time I knew a man named Al.  I got to know Al and his family when they started 

attending the church in Downingtown, PA, where I was the Assistant Pastor right after I 

graduated from seminary.  Al had his own catering business and was known professionally as 

Chef Alfredo.  He was Italian through and through. Not only was he a colorful character, he 

had a colorful past, though he was reticent to talk about it.  I always thought he must have had 

some organized crime connections earlier in his life.  But Al had become a Christian.  He had 

become a follower of Jesus.  His sanctification was far from complete – he struggled big time 

to keep his fiery temper under control, as one example.  But it was clear that Al sincerely 

believed the gospel and genuinely wanted to follow God. 

 

Once when Al and I were talking, I don’t recall how the subject came up, but I remember him 
saying:  “When I don’t know what to pray for someone, I pray the prayer Paul prayed in 
Colossians 1:9-14.”  I’ve never forgotten that.  It is a great prayer to pray for someone when 
you don’t know what to pray.  If you are ever prompted to pray for me, but you don’t know 
exactly what to pray for, pray this prayer for me.  I’ll pray it for you.  It is my prayer for all of 
us. 

 

Think about the kinds of prayers we usually pray.  Most of the time, when we pray for one 

another, we tend to pray for temporal blessings.  We focus our prayers on the need for healing 

or God’s help to deal with the hard things we face in life.  When you’re sick or injured, when 
cancer rears its ugly head, when you’ve got a big test or an important presentation, when 

you’re facing financial challenges, when you need a job or you’re looking for a new job, 
when there has been a death in the family or some other significant life event, when you’re 
struggling to make a relationship work, or you’re dealing with the fallout from a strained or 
broken relationship – these are the kinds of situations in which we are more likely to pray for 

one another or to ask others to pray for us. 

 

We should pray for one another, and ask others to pray for us, in all these situations.  There is 

no doubt that these are all things the Lord wants us to bring to Him.  These are all things 

about which the Lord wants us to pray, and to ask one another to pray.  Do not ever hesitate 

for a moment to bring such things to the Lord in prayer.  The Bible urges us to cast all our 

cares and concerns on Him, to bring all our needs and requests to Him, because He cares for 

us (1 Peter 5:7).  No matter what your need, never hesitate to take it to the Lord in prayer. 

 

At the same time, don’t limit your prayers to things related to this temporal, mortal life here 
on planet Earth.  In his prayer for the Christians in Colosse, Paul takes prayer to a whole 

different level.  It is not that temporal needs are not important.  They are.  But Paul gives us 

an example in prayer here that my friend Chef Alfredo thought worth emulating.  And I 

believe he was right.  This is the kind of prayer we should definitely pray for one another as 
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followers of Jesus and members of God’s family.  This is the kind of prayer we should pray 

for each other, especially when we don’t know what to pray. 
 

So let’s look at this prayer to see what Paul was most concerned about in his praying, and how 
it relates both to how we pray and how we live.  Paul’s prayer has two main requests, two 

primary petitions, which we find in verse 9 and the first part of verse 10:  “Since the day we 
first heard about you,” Paul says, “we have not stopped praying for you” – how is that for a 

statement and an example of persistence and faithfulness in prayer? – “asking God to fill you 

with the knowledge of His will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding … in order 
that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please Him in every way …” 

 

Two requests: 

1. To know God’s will; and 

2. To live a life that pleases God (which, to put it another way, is to do God’s will.) 
 

Sometimes it may seem extremely difficult, if not impossible, to discern the will of God in 

particular circumstances. Sometimes the will of God is mysterious and beyond our ability to 

figure it out.  Sometimes, in His inscrutable wisdom, God chooses not to reveal the big picture 

of His will but gives us only enough light for the step we’re on, asking us to trust Him one 
step at a time. Which, when you think about it, is His will for us. 

 

According to Maxie Dunnam, a former pastor, seminary president, and head of the Upper 

Room Fellowship, “The will of God is often enshrouded in darkness, clouded in ambiguity; 
silence as well as speaking marks (God’s) communication with us.  In prayer we struggle to 

discern God’s will.  We talk. We listen.  We ponder (the Scriptures).”   And we wait for the 
Lord to reveal His will to us.  We wait for His direction.  The answer comes, as Dunnam says, 

not according to our timetable, and not necessarily in the form we desire it, but “in God’s 
timing and in His way” (Dunnam, The Communicator’s Commentary, New Testament Vol. 8:  
Galatians to Philemon, 339). 

 

Sometimes, as Dunnam says, God’s will is mysterious.  But most of the time, in the choices, 

decisions, and activities of everyday life, there is nothing mysterious or ambiguous about 

knowing God’s will, because God has told us and shown us clearly in the Bible what His will 
is and how He wants us to live. 

 

Do you want to know what God’s will is?  Here is what the Bible says about it in 1 

Thessalonians 4:3-7:  “It is God’s will that you be sanctified” – that is, that you grow in 

practical holiness; “that you avoid sexual immorality; that each of you learn how to control 
your own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in the passion of lust, like those who 

don’t know God; and that no one wrong his brother or sister, or take advantage of another in 
this matter  …  God did not call us to be impure [or promiscuous], but to live a holy life.” 

 

You don’t need to wonder what God’s will is as it relates to sex.  You do need to know God’s 
Word, for God’s will for your life is laid out in it. 
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Do you want to know God’s will for your life?  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 
conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look out 

not just for your own interests, but also for the interests of others” (Philippians 2:3-4).  This is 

God’s will for your life. 
 

Do you want to know God’s will?  “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and 

slander, along with every form of malice.”  Instead, “be kind and compassionate to one 
another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:31-32).  This is 

God’s will for your life. 
 

Do you want to know God’s will?  “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; 
or about your body, what you will wear….  People who don’t know God and the way He 
works fuss over these things, but you know both God and how He works.  Your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them.  But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all 

these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:23, 31-33, NIV and MSG).  These are 

the words of Jesus, and this is God’s will for your life. 
 

In terms of the way we are to live, God’s will for your life and mine is found in God’s Word. 
Which means there is no substitute for knowing the Word of God.  There is nothing that can 

take the place of the Bible in your life.  If you have never read the Bible, or never read it 

regularly, it is not too late and it is never too soon to start.  If you have gotten out of the habit 

of reading the Bible, it is not too late and not too soon to start again.  If you think the Bible 

has nothing more to teach you, think again.  God, who inspired the Scriptures from beginning 

to end and invested the Bible with His authority, still speaks in and through the Bible.  Unless 

you are God (and I’m pretty sure none of us is ☺), there is still much for you to learn from 

God’s Word.  Me, too.   You may have tons of Bible knowledge.  You may be able to recite 
hundreds of Bible verses.  There is still much for us all to learn in terms of applying God’s 
Word to our lives so that we “live a life worthy of the Lord and please Him in every way.” 

 

The first petition in Paul’s prayer is that we may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will.  
John Calvin wrote:  “Faith rests not on ignorance, but on knowledge.  And this is knowledge 
not only of God but of the divine will” (Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1:545). 

 

Knowledge of God and His will is not an end in itself.  “The goal of knowing God’s will or 
being filled with the knowledge of God is, as Paul says, to “live a life worthy of the Lord and 

(to) please Him in every way” (1:10).  This is the second petition in Paul’s prayer.  It is 
another way of saying what the Westminster Shorter Catechism means when it says:  “The 
chief end [purpose] of man [humankind or human life] is to glorify God and enjoy Him 

forever” (WSC, Q.1).  How do we glorify God?  By living a life that pleases Him, a life that 
reflects the character of God in our conduct, the kind of life that gives people around us a 

glimpse of what God is really like.  Someone has said that a saint is a person whose life 

makes it easier to believe in God (William Barclay).  That’s a good definition, don’t you 
think?   A saint is someone who makes it easier to believe in God.  That is the kind of person 

God desires each one of us to be.  A Christian – a follower of Jesus – is a person who makes 

it easier to believe in God.  Lord, let it be so in us! 
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In part, at least, this is what it means to “live a life worthy of the Lord and (to) please Him in 
every way.” 

 

You understand, I hope, that we are not compelled to try our best to live a life worthy of the 

Lord in order to gain God’s favor.  That is futile.  If you try, you are doomed to fail.  We seek 
to live a life worthy of the Lord not in order to win God’s approval, but to show our gratitude 

and love to God for choosing to shower undeserving sinners like us with His grace in 

salvation.  Not in order to gain God’s approval, but because of His grace in making us His 

children.  

 

Jumping ahead to verses 12-14, Paul describes three things God has done for us, none of 

which we could ever deserve if we lived for a million years: 

 

First, He “qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints” – of all God’s people – “in the 
kingdom of light” (verse 12), which is the Kingdom of His Son Jesus Christ.  We were not 

qualified.  On our own, we did not have the qualifications necessary to gain a share in the 

inheritance of God’s people for this life and for the life to come. We were unqualified.  And 

we were disqualified as a result of our sin, our rejection of God, and our rebellion against His 

will.  But God Himself qualified us by sending His Son Jesus to bear the consequences of our 

sin in His death, so that by His grace we might be qualified to receive the blessings of 

salvation.  No longer unqualified or disqualified, we have been accepted by God.  You are 

accepted by God.  Jesus is God’s acceptance letter to you.  All you have to do is to accept it – 

accept Him, receive Him – through faith. 

 

Please listen to me:  If you have not done that, if you have not accepted God’s gift of 
acceptance by placing your trust in Jesus for salvation, I urge you to do it today.  Don’t go to 
sleep tonight without saying yes to Jesus.  Better yet, don’t leave here today without coming 
to Him for salvation.  Let today be your spiritual birthday. 

 

Second, He “rescued us from the dominion of darkness,” in which we were stuck because of 
our sin and guilt, and He “brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves” (verse 13).  He 
delivered us from the dungeon where we were held captive to sin and guilt.  David puts it this 

way in Psalm 40: 

 

He (the LORD) lifted me out of the ditch, 

pulled me from deep mud. 

He stood me up on a solid rock  

to make sure I wouldn’t slip. 
He put a new song in my mouth, 

a praise-song to our God. 

Many will see and fear 

and put their trust in God. 

(Psalm 40:1-3, MSG and NIV) 

 

Through Jesus, God has given us a new address and a new identity.  Because of Jesus and His 

divine rescue operations, we are now residents and citizens of a new kingdom – the kingdom 
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of God.  We have been rescued from an oppressive ruler and resettled in a new and better 

country, living under the gracious and sovereign rule of Jesus.  We who once were without 

hope and without God in the world, cut off from the promises of God (Ephesians 2:12), are 

now beloved children of God, members of His family and heirs of heaven. 

 

According to the sovereign and gracious plan of God, Jesus has snatched us from the hands of 

our archenemy Satan, and we are in the grip of God’s grace, where we will forever be. 

 

Third, in Jesus, through His sacrifice on the cross for us, “we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins” (verse 14).  To be redeemed means to be ransomed (if you’re being held 
captive by someone) or to be bought back in order to set you free. Specifically, Jesus died on 

the cross in order to redeem you and me from our captivity to sin and guilt.  No matter how 

hard or long you try, you cannot redeem yourself.  It is impossible.  It is not merely hard, or 

challenging, or difficult.  It is impossible for you to make up for all the wrongs you have done 

and thus to redeem yourself.  It is kind of like trying to get from Washington to Philadelphia 

(or anywhere) by walking or running on a treadmill. 

 

Here is something I didn’t know before:  In Victorian England, treadmills were found not in 

air-conditioned health clubs like they are today, they were found in prisons.  Treadmills, or 

treadwheels, as they were called, were used in prisons as a form of punishment.  Some had a 

productive purpose, like grinding wheat or transporting water, but others were purely punitive 

in nature.  (You may feel that way about treadmills today!) 

 

In those days, inmates were forced to spend the bulk of their day walking up an inclined 

plane, knowing that all their hard labor was getting them nowhere.  Literally.  The only hope 

these inmates had was that, at some day in the future, their debt to society would be paid and 

they would be set free. 

 

Elyse Fitzpatrick writes in her book Because He Loves Me:  “As you struggle with [sin in 

your life], remember that [Christ] has set you free … and that you’re no longer sentenced to 
be chained to the treadmill of sin and failure.  He paid the ransom for your release from sin, 

and you are now walking in the freedom of the glory of the sons and daughters of God.” 

 

Isn’t that good news?!  In Jesus “we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 

 

Do you realize how important forgiveness really is?  A pastor in the District (Mark Dever) 

tells about walking with his wife through Congressional Cemetery on Capitol Hill.  Perhaps 

some of you have been there.  As with Arlington National Cemetery, lots of important people 

who served our country with distinction are buried there.  Reflecting on these once-powerful 

people, Dever says that what matters most is not how many terms they served in Congress or 

what they accomplished in their lives.  What matters most, now and forever, is:  Were they 

forgiven? 

 

Don Carson writes that when his father died, “there were no crowds outside the hospital, no 

announcements on television, no mention in parliament, no notice to the nation.  In his 

hospital room there was only the quiet hiss of oxygen vainly venting because Dad had stopped 
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breathing and would never need it again.  But on the other side all the trumpets sounded.  Dad 

won admittance to the only throne room that matters.  Not because he was a good man or a 

great man, (but) because he was a forgiven man” (Mark Dever, Will You Forgive?. Sermon on 

www.preachingtoday.com). 

 

Your only hope and mine of being admitted to heaven is the sure and certain hope of having 

been forgiven of all our sins – past, present, and future – through the redeeming work of Jesus 

on the cross for us.  It is our only hope.  And it is the only sure hope.  It is a sure thing. 

 

There is more to this prayer that teaches us what to pray when we don’t know what to pray.  
We’ve looked at the first part and the last part of the prayer, but not the middle.  So we’ll 
come back to it, not next Sunday but two weeks from today.  Don’t let the fact that we’re not 
finished yet keep you from incorporating these verses into your daily prayers for one another 

and for anyone God places on your heart.  Ask God to fill those for whom you pray with the 

knowledge of His will, to give them spiritual wisdom and understanding for the living of 

these days, so that they – we, all of us – may live a life worthy of the Lord and please Him in 

every way; and that we may know, rejoice, and take heart in all that God in His amazing grace 

has done for us. 

 

Lord, let it be so, to the glory of Your name.  Amen. 
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