
Fervent Prayer, Session 3: Praying God’s Words 
 

If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish,                 

and it will be done for you. -John 15:7 (ESV) 

Several times during his final instructions to his followers before his arrest and 

execution, Jesus makes outrageous promises regarding prayer. Listen to what Jesus 

says:  

Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do. (John 14:13) 

If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it. (John 14:14) 

Ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. (John 15:7) 

Whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it to you. (John 16:23) 

Ask and you will receive. (John 16:24) 

How should we respond to these clear promises? There seem to be three options. 

The first is to disregard these promises or to explain them away. Those who do that 

are doomed to settle into a life of prayerlessness. Such an approach is thoroughly 

unbiblical and unchristian. It disregards our Father’s love for us, brings into 

question his truthfulness, and encourages further disobedience to his commands. 

The second option is to stubbornly claim that God is obligated to do absolutely 

anything we decide to ask him. This approach is too simplistic and ignores the 

qualifiers Jesus himself puts on our petitions in the immediate context of the above 

promises. It is likely to lead to disappointment with God and eventual 

prayerlessness. The third option is to see these promises in context and pray 

according to them as Jesus intended. Only this approach takes the text and our 

experience of prayer with the same degree of seriousness.  

What are the qualifiers in Jesus’ Farewell Discourse? There are two. We are to ask 

in his name and we are to abide in him while his words abide in us. I will try to show 

how both qualifiers describe essentially the same reality, which makes it possible 

for us not only to take Jesus’ promises seriously but to see them fulfilled in our lives.  

To ask in his name is to experience God in Jesus, on the basis of his person and 

work. It is about positional righteousness. Or, to recall our last session, it is about 

our status as God’s adopted children through Christ. The outrageous promises of 



God are given only to those who are found in Christ by faith and are to be claimed 

only on the basis of Christ’s person and work, i.e. in his name. In other words, asking 

in Jesus’ name is asking with the childlike confidence that God is really our Father 

and that we really belong in his family. It is about access to God through Christ. 

However, as children grow, their confidence in their parents to give them what they 

ask for becomes increasingly more nuanced. As they learn about their parents’ 

worldview and values, dreams and goals, and even preferences and personal 

dislikes, their requests are adjusted. If a child grows up in a financially responsible 

household and year after year observes her parents disciplined avoidance of 

extravagant purchases, she is very unlikely to demand a brand new luxury car for 

her 16th birthday. Likewise, as Christians mature in their relationships with the 

heavenly Father, their prayers become increasingly more informed by God’s 

character and purposes. With each day of being parented by God, we learn which 

desires to pursue and which to ignore; we learn what we should ask for and how 

we should ask for it; we learn what matters to our Father and what does not; we 

learn to trust the sanctifying influence of the Spirit and follow his lead. We are to 

ask in Jesus’ name not only to gain rightful access to God as our Father, but to 

become the kind of children whose character, priorities, goals, and attachments 

resemble those of their Father. Asking in Jesus’ name is about pursuing practical 

righteousness and becoming more like the perfect Son in whose name we have 

access to God.  

Jesus says: If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, 

and it will be done for you. We cannot honestly pray in Jesus’ name without abiding 

in Jesus. To abide in Jesus is to see ourselves positionally in him and thus acceptable 

to God. To abide in Jesus is also to strive to become practically like him, the perfect 

Son. It is to follow his way of thinking, feeling, and living, to see his person and work 

as defining our very nature. And how are we to abide in Jesus? By his words abiding 

in us. To put it differently, by paying careful attention to his voice, deeply reflecting 

on his teachings, and joyfully obeying his commands.  

Here is the logical chain: Jesus’ words abide in us, which moves us to abide in him, 

which allows us to pray in his name, which in turn makes his outrageous promises 

about prayer applicable and effective.  

Consider how James deals with our struggles in prayer: You do not have, because 

you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on 



your passions (James 4:2–3). First, he encourages us to ask. Why do we not ask? 

Because we do not ask in Jesus’ name, whose work of reconciliation gives us access 

to God. We do not ask because we do not abide in Jesus who is the one mediator 

between God and people. We do not ask because we do not see ourselves as God’s 

adopted children. Richard Foster writes: 

Do you know why the mighty God of the universe chooses to answer prayer? It is because 

his children ask. God delights in our asking. He is pleased at our asking. His heart is 

warmed by our asking.1 

Second, James encourages us to ask rightly. We are not to ask according to our 

passions, i.e. disordered, unsanctified, not-in-line-with-God’s-purposes-and-

priorities desires. If we are to avoid asking wrongly, we need to have Jesus’ words 

abiding in us, changing us into the kind of children that would ask and ask rightly, 

and receive what they ask.  

Jesus’ words come to us in two ways – through the Bible and through his Spirit. The 

Bible is about Jesus. It is his book and it contains his words. By reading it, meditating 

on it, memorizing it, studying it, and hearing it read, taught, or preached we abide 

in Christ’s words. We are being transformed into the image of God’s Son Jesus. 

Fervent prayer is saturated with Scripture. We can pray with confidence that God 

will answer if we pray his own words back to him. As Thomas Manton says, “Show 

him his handwriting; God is tender of his word.”2 

George Whitefield had a habit of reading the Bible on his knees. He prayed as he 

read the Bible and he read the Bible as he prayed. Our prayers should always agree 

with Christ’s words recorded in his book.  

Christ’s words also come to us through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. He was sent 

in Jesus’ name to teach us all things and to remind us of all that Jesus has said to us 

(John 14:26). The Spirit teaches us how to abide in Jesus and to pray in his name. 

Fervent prayer is inseparable from the Spirit’s presence and power. He prompts us 

to bring specific requests to God, he exposes our selfish desires, he reshapes our 

                                                           
1 Richard Foster, Prayer (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1992), 179 

2 Quoted in Taking Hold of God, edited by Joel R. Beeke and Brian G. Najapfour (Grand Rapids: Reformation 

Heritage Books, 2011), 236 



prayers, he gives us confidence in God’s intention to answer, he tells us to stop 

asking if it is not according to Christ’s words.  

We will finish with a biblical example of an unanswered prayer (Luke 9:51-55). 

When a certain Samaritan village refused to welcome Jesus, his disciples James and 

John said, Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume 

them? They made a request of Jesus who promises to do anything we ask. Why did 

Jesus then turn and rebuke them? Because they did not ask in his name. Their 

request was not coming out of the God-like nature of God’s adopted children. They 

did not abide in Jesus. And the words of Jesus did not abide in them. Because he 

said that he came not to judge the world but to save it (John 3:17). Jesus did not 

promise to answer such prayers.  

ACTION POINTS: 
 

• Consider praying as you read the Bible and let it shape your prayers. 

• Listen to the Holy Spirit as you pray and let him shape your prayers. 

• Record God’s answers to your prayers and note how they reflect his purposes 

and priorities. 


