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4 ZIp It  
And prAy

How to Talk to God  
Before You Talk to Others

Prayer will make a man cease from sin,  

or sin will entice a man to cease from prayer.

JoHn bunyan

When I was in college in the 1980s, I came across a pamphlet 
entitled “How to Spend an Hour in Prayer.” I had been a Chris-
tian for just a couple of years, and I was intrigued. I knew about 
people called prayer warriors who placed great emphasis on 
conversing with God, and prayer seemed to come to them as 
naturally as breathing. Maybe you know some prayer warriors 
too. They constantly want to know your prayer requests. They 
habitually intercede for others. For them, spending an hour in 
prayer is no big thing.

I myself have never been known as a prayer warrior. Ever. 
In fact, I am more like a prayer wimp. I find it difficult to keep 
my thoughts from wandering when I pray. They ricochet all 
over the place as I try to focus on communicating with God. 
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Way back in the eighties when I came across that pamphlet, 
I decided that things were going to change. So I took off to a 
park one sunny, autumn afternoon with my Bible in hand and 
a resolve in my heart to follow the step-by-step guide. I felt like 
a spiritual giant.

I settled myself on a quaint park bench near some pine 
trees and a lovely flower garden. I opened my Bible and looked 
down at my pamphlet and began to do what it suggested: “Spend 
five minutes thanking God for the blessings in your life. Spend 
five minutes praising God for his character qualities,” and so 
on. Apparently, breaking down the various categories into five- 
minute increments was supposed to help. But it didn’t help me. 
Five minutes seemed like an eternity.

Pretty soon a jogger happened by. He was carrying a small 
portable radio — without headphones — and the blaring music 
distracted me. I couldn’t really get into worshiping the Lord 
with Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” blaring in my ears. (Hmm . . . 
maybe in retrospect I should have joined along, singing that 
tune out loud to the devil!)

Two hyper squirrels decided to chase each other up and 
down a tree and around and around my bench. I laughed at 
their antics but again lost my place. A family having a picnic 
nearby decided to engage in a rousing game of Frisbee. The 
Frisbee got away from one of the children and soared past me, 
barely missing my head. Even when the animals and humans 
quieted down, still I had trouble concentrating. I couldn’t focus. 
I kept thinking of all the things I had to do back at the dorm. 
And I got distracted looking around at nature, even though it 
wasn’t making a sound. I gave up after twenty-three minutes and 
concluded I just wasn’t cut out to be a prayer warrior.

My prayer wimp status makes me feel spiritually inferior 
to those for whom prayer comes naturally, but it doesn’t stop 
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there — a lack of prayer affects another area of my life. When I 
don’t pray, I am more likely to say things I later regret. Or to say 
something that needs to be said but I say it in the wrong way or 
at the wrong time. And there are even times that I say nothing at 
all when I should really be speaking up. Yes, when I don’t make 
it a habit to talk to God, I sometimes speak (or fail to speak) to 
others in a way I later regret.

Talking to God helps me know how to talk to others.

more prayer = less gossip

In addition to the fact that prayer warriors take communicating 
with God seriously, I have also noticed something else about 
them. They are not generally known for gossiping, using harsh 
words, or talking too much. In fact, just the opposite is true. 
Could there be a correlation between the time and effort spent 
talking with God and the quality of our conversations with oth-
ers? I think so.

Take my friend Kelly. She and I became close friends over 
thirty years ago when we were fresh out of high school and both 
landed on the same floor in our tiny midwestern Christian col-
lege dorm. She was on the cheerleading squad. I was on the 
dance team. She had only sisters. I had only a brother. Her favor-
ite color is lavender. Mine is peach. But the greatest difference 
between Kelly and me? My mouth has often gotten me into 
trouble. However, in the thirty years I have known Kelly, I am 
certain I have never once heard her gossip. Seriously! While she 
seemed to spend a lot of time talking to the Lord, she did not 
spend time talking about others. Or talking in an angry way. Or 
saying the wrong thing. Or talking too much. I don’t ever recall 
her having to remove her foot from her mouth, something I 
seemed to have to do often during my college days.

9780310339649_KeepItShut_trade_int.indd   61 11/13/14   8:35 AM

For 
P31

 U
se

 O
nly



K E E P  I T  S H U T

62

As I got to know her, I noticed right away that she took her 
relationship with Christ very seriously. Oh, she wasn’t one to do 
acts of righteousness before others so that she could be thought 
of as super spiritual. I just noticed things. Like the fact that she 
often had her Bible open on her dorm bed, where she had high-
lighted passages (with a lavender highlighter, of course!). Or I 
would spot her writing in her prayer journal, recording requests 
from family and friends that she had promised to pray for. She 
often sent me a note in the campus mail, telling me she was 
praying specifically for me. The more I got to know her, the 
more I realized just how important prayer was to my friend Kelly.

Watching Kelly’s life over the years has convinced me that 
there is a direct correlation between our prayer life and our con-
versations. Perhaps if we spent more time and energy on our 
prayer life, we would use our tongues more wisely.

processing l i fe through prayer

My husband, Todd, has also taught me about the impact of 
taking prayer seriously. He often gets up early in the morning 
to pray. And, when he was a small group leader, he frequently 
stopped by the church after his late-night shift at the factory just 
to walk around the circle of chairs in our classroom, praying for 
each person in our small group. If I had just worked a ten-hour 
shift at a factory getting off at 2:00 a.m., the last thing I would do 
is go on a little, private prayer walk. I would drive straight home 
and dive into my comfy bed, vowing to pray in the morning. 
But not Todd. Over the years, he has consistently forged his rela-
tionship with God through regular prayer times — that’s how he 
processes life. And if it means losing out on a little sleep, so be it.

Interestingly enough, Todd, like Kelly, does not have a prob-
lem with his tongue. Very rarely have I ever heard him talk nega-
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tively about someone else. Very rarely has he said something for 
which he needed to go back and apologize. Very rarely does he 
talk too much in group settings, monopolizing the conversa-
tion and turning off those who are listening. His life is evidence 
of a tight connection between processing life in conversation 
with God and using wisdom and restraint in conversations with 
everyone else.

I wish I were more naturally like Todd and other prayer war-
riors who instinctively turn first to prayer to process life. But my 
default mode typically looks something more like this:

A concern arises.
I mull it over in my mind.
I pick up the phone or write an email to process the concern 

with a close friend.
I take the friend’s counsel and advice into consideration.
I mull over the concern some more. And some more. And 

then some more.
I feel completely muddled.
Suddenly, it occurs to me that perhaps I should actually pray 

about it. So, almost as a last resort, I finally consult God.
Why, oh, why is my default mode not to run to God first? 

To hit my knees before I hit the phone — or tap away on the key-
board? Though my natural inclination is to process before I pray, 
I am continually reminding myself to flip that script — with a 
sticky note posted near my kitchen sink and a screen saver on 
my phone, both sporting the same phrase — “But wait. Have you 
prayed about it?” We are better poised to process life’s troubles 
after petitioning God first. I’m still learning this lesson, but the 
calm I feel when I get the order straight encourages me to keep 
on trying.

Perhaps you have people in your life who are like Kelly and 
Todd — those whose lives demonstrate a connection between 
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prayer and using words wisely. But what does the Bible have 
to say about this connection? Let’s take a trip back in time and 
spy on someone who made prayer a regular habit and as a result 
seemed to know just what to say — and do.

role models in babylon

A long time ago (606 BC, to be exact), King Nebuchadnezzar 
of Babylon captured the city of Jerusalem. The Babylonians 
stole some of the sacred objects from the temple of God to take 
back with them to their homeland. But it wasn’t just sacred rel-
ics they carried back with them. They captured a few Judean 
teenagers and whisked them away to Babylon too. Among this 
group of youths, four young men stood out for their intellect and 
athleticism, and they were selected to enter a training program 
to work for the Babylonian empire. Now you might think that 
being selected as the cream of the crop would be a good thing. 
However, the honor also came with some challenges for these 
young Israelites.

To start off, they were given different names. Instead of Dan-
iel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, they were called Belshaz-
zar, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. They also had to learn 
to speak a new language and become familiar with the culture 
and literature of the land. And as they entered a three-year train-
ing process, they were told they’d have to make changes to their 
diets.

Daniel and his friends were given daily portions of the 
choicest food and fine wine from the king’s own royal kitchens. 
Although the biblical text doesn’t provide specifics, the young 
men determined that the food was ceremonially unclean and 
that eating it would have violated God’s law. Instead of arguing 
with the king, however, the young men proposed an alternative:
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“Please test your servants for ten days: Give us nothing 
but vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then compare 
our appearance with that of the young men who eat the 
royal food, and treat your servants in accordance with 
what you see.” So he agreed to this and tested them for 
ten days. At the end of the ten days they looked health-
ier and better nourished than any of the young men 
who ate the royal food. So the guard took away their 
choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave 
them vegetables instead. (Daniel 1:12 – 16)

Their countercultural menu of just veggies and H2O 
worked. By refusing the king’s choice morsels, they honored the 
one true King. And, although Daniel limited his intake of rich 
foods, he indulged himself richly in something else. Prayer.

As the story of Daniel unfolds, we see that the four young men 
continue to make very wise choices. They gain a reputation for 
impeccable character and great knowledge (Daniel 1:20). Because 
Daniel was able to interpret dreams for the king, he became a 
trusted adviser (Daniel 2). It seems no one around could find any 
fault with these young men. But then comes trouble.

King Nebuchadnezzar got a notion to build a statue — an 
idol, no less — on the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. 
And it wasn’t just some standard-issue, cheap metal structure. 
No, this statue would be covered with gold and stand ninety 
feet tall and nine feet wide (roughly equivalent to the height 
of a nine-story building). Kind of hard to miss. And this monu-
mental statue wouldn’t be just a passing tourist attraction. A 
herald loudly decreed that people of all races, nations, and lan-
guages, whenever they heard the sound of the royal musical 
instruments, were to bow down to worship the massive statue. 
And those who didn’t would suffer a swift death by fiery furnace.
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This posed a little problem for Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego, who bowed down only to the one true God. And 
so whenever they heard the music, they refused to drop to their 
knees. On hearing of their refusal, the king flew into a rage. 
He ordered that the three friends not only be thrown into the 
furnace, but that it be heated to seven times hotter than usual. 
Uh-oh!

So the young men were bound and thrown into the fire. But 
they did not burn up! In fact, when witnesses peered into the 
fire, they saw not only the three men walking around unbound 
and unharmed, they also saw a fourth person who appeared 
divine. When the three friends emerged, not a hair on their 
heads was singed, nor did their clothing smell of smoke. God 
had miraculously protected and rescued them.

Later, Daniel also faced a life-threatening situation. Jeal-
ous of his success, some administrators and princes searched for 
faults in Daniel, but they couldn’t find a cotton-pickin’ thing to 
criticize. He was always faithful, honest, and responsible, mak-
ing them look bad by comparison. They decided that their only 
chance of finding fault would be in connection with Daniel’s 
faith in God.

So they concocted a little plan. They convinced the current 
king (now Darius) to issue an order that for thirty days anyone 
who prayed to any person or god but the king would be thrown 
into the den of lions. Of course, they knew this would trap Dan-
iel, because he was well-known for his habit of praying to the 
God of Israel. We pop in on the story in Daniel 6:10 – 12:

Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been 
published, he went home to his upstairs room where the 
windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day 
he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to 
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his God, just as he had done before. Then these men 
went as a group and found Daniel praying and asking 
God for help. So they went to the king and spoke to him 
about his royal decree: “Did you not publish a decree 
that during the next thirty days anyone who prays to any 
god or human being except to you, Your Majesty, would 
be thrown into the lions’ den?”

King Darius replied affirmatively. But then he was given the 
awful news that it was Daniel who had violated the decree. This 
meant he had to be thrown to the hungry lions. Now Darius 
was quite fond of Daniel, and he looked for a way to get him 
out of this predicament, but to no avail. The decree had been 
signed. It was a done deal. And so Daniel was thrown to the 
ferocious felines. Nevertheless, the king did not abandon hope. 
He refused his usual nightly entertainment and spent a sleepless 
night fasting.

Although he likely expected the worst, in the morning the 
king beheld a wonderful sight. Daniel had not been devoured! 
He was alive and well. The king then tossed into the lions’ 
den not just the men who had maliciously accused Daniel but 
also their wives and children. Scripture reveals that the lions 
devoured the bodies before they even hit the floor. Then King 
Darius posted this status on his royal Facebook page (Well, 
sort of!):

“I issue a decree that in every part of my kingdom peo-
ple must fear and reverence the God of Daniel.

 “For he is the living God
  and he endures forever;
 his kingdom will not be destroyed,
  his dominion will never end.
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 He rescues and he saves;
  he performs signs and wonders
  in the heavens and on the earth.
 He has rescued Daniel
  from the power of the lions.”
  (Daniel 6:26–27)
Daniel’s commitment to prayer saved him from destruction 

and made God famous.

learning f rom daniel

Now, what in the world does the story of Daniel and his friends 
have to do with us? Some of us may relocate to a strange new 
country with unfamiliar customs and foods, but I doubt any of 
us will be tossed into a roaring fire or face a roaring lion. Does 
Daniel’s saga hold any life lessons for us? At least three that I spy.

1. Surround Yourself with Like-Minded Friends

Although Joseph remained faithful to God in a foreign cul-
ture, most of us — Daniel included — need a little help from our 
friends. Standing in solidarity, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego agreed together to stay faithful to God’s law by forgo-
ing the unclean foods. We teach our children to choose their 
friends wisely and not give into peer pressure to do something 
wrong, but then so often we forget to heed our own advice. The 
apostle Paul warns us of this, “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company 
corrupts good character’ ” (1 Corinthians 15:33). However, the 
converse is also true. Being around those who share our faith 
and conviction can strengthen and encourage us to choose 
wisely and avoid sin. The author of Hebrews writes: “See to it, 
brothers and sisters, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving 
heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one 
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another daily, as long as it is called ‘Today,’ so that none of you 
may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness” (Hebrews 3:12 – 13). My 
son’s Russian friend David, told me a saying about this from his 
culture: “Show me who your friends are, and I will show you 
who you are.”

If we fail to be intentional in choosing friends who make 
godly choices, and instead surround ourselves with those who 
make poor or even ungodly ones, those friends and their poor 
choices can rub off on us. If we aren’t firm in our convictions, 
we might buckle, becoming like them. This includes how a per-
son uses their words.

I once knew a woman who regularly spoke ill of her spouse. 
She never seemed to have anything positive to say about his 
behavior or his personality. My husband and I both knew this 
guy well and we thought he was wonderful. He was soft-spoken 
and kind. Generous and loyal.

The negative-word-wielding woman and I had a mutual 
friend. This friend told me she’d stopped spending time with 
Ms. Hubby-Basher because whenever she did, she found she was 
more likely to complain about her own husband too. The con-
stant criticizing she experienced seemed to give her permission 
to rattle off her own list of complaints about her man. She finally 
distanced herself from this combative lady and started spending 
time with other wives — ones who were not card-carrying mem-
bers of the Husband Haters Club.

2. Watch Your Intake

Even though Daniel and his friends found themselves in a 
culture that not only saw nothing wrong with eating food from 
the king’s table but considered it an honor, they did not give in 
to the Babylonians’ pagan practices. Because they were obedi-
ent and didn’t defile themselves with unclean food, the fruit 
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of their lives was evident. God blessed them with wisdom and 
understanding far exceeding that of anyone else.

It’s a principle I learned in the early days of computers when 
I was just in high school: “Garbage in, garbage out.” GIGO for 
short. In other words, poor inputs lead to poor outputs. The 
same principle applies to our struggle with words. If we feed 
our minds a steady diet of cultural “garbage” — entertainment 
or social media that compromises biblical values — we can be 
sure those inputs will leak out in what we say.

That is not to say we should avoid all media, but we must 
be aware how what we “input” influences what we “output.” For 
example, while I am pretty particular (and somewhat restrictive) 
when it comes to the movies I watch, very rarely I’ll view one 
that includes some foul language. I absolutely hate that a movie 
with a wonderful lesson might also include some profanity. But 
do you know what I hate more? The fact that although I am 
not a cussing Christian, sometimes these bad words continue to 
pop into my brain for a few days after I see that film. For some 
people like me, hearing vulgar speech or negative conversations 
predisposes us to speak that way ourselves. (I know this isn’t the 
case for everyone. My husband hears a steady stream of foul lan-
guage at the factory where he works. This doesn’t seem to affect 
him the same way it would me. Perhaps God dishes out an extra 
measure of grace to people who must endure such situations.)

Maybe we should take a clue from Daniel and commit to 
obedience to God first, watching our intake and refusing those 
things that represent garbage in our lives.

Sometimes bad speech slithers stealthily into our vocabu-
lary, even if the speech is only in our heads. Without realizing 
it, we pick up the language we are exposed to. I live in the Mid-
west, but when I visit North Carolina a few times a year, I pick 
up a cultural catchphrase.
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I start to say “Y’all.”
Here in Michigan, we don’t usually say “Y’all” when talking 

to someone. Or say “All y’all” when talking to a group — which 
I’m told is the plural of “y’all”! We Michiganders say, “You 
guys,” (which incessantly annoys my sweet-tea-sippin’ Southern 
friends. They’ll say, “You guys? What? We’re all women here. 
There isn’t a guy in the bunch!”) Yes, when I head south and 
hang around these ladies, I begin to pick up their lingo.

Are you listening to a symphony of sarcasm as you watch a 
sitcom? Are you experiencing steamy scenarios on the pages of 
that novel now sitting on your nightstand? You might want to 
rethink exposing yourself to such pastimes or they could become 
part of your thought patterns and maybe even your actions and 
speech.

3. Make Prayer a Daily Priority

Did you notice that when Daniel’s enemies tried to trap him 
he was already known as a man who made prayer a daily prior-
ity? “Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, 
giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before” (Daniel 
6:10). He didn’t suddenly start praying to God because he was 
in a sticky situation; he continued his habit of praying to God. 
He spoke to God constantly, and as a result he didn’t fumble 
and stumble over his words when asked to do something that 
violated his faith. He simply spoke the truth and allowed God 
to deal with the consequences. And Daniel’s buddies did the 
same. When commanded to bow their knee to the gold statue, 
they refused. Their allegiance, both in word and in actions, was 
first to God.

When the person we talk to most is our heavenly Father, we 
naturally become more concerned with what he thinks of our 
words and actions than with what others think of them. When 
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conversation with God is at the top of our priority list, we will 
have a better chance of speaking the truth when asked to do 
something that compromises biblical values.

Chances are, our fiery furnace or lions’ den equivalent isn’t 
a physical one but a social one. We may be tempted to join in 
on an ungodly conversation with a group of friends. If we opt 
out — if we do not participate in the climate of criticism and 
negativity — we may be tossed aside and feel the fire of rejection 
from others. However, I have found that when my relationship 
with God is solid and I make prayer a daily priority, I care much 
more about pleasing him than pleasing others.

Are you someone who never struggles to make prayer time a 
priority? Me neither. But I have acquired a few trusted tips and 
spiritual strategies that, when implemented, can enable us to be 
a little more warrior and a lot less wimp.

more prayer War r ior,  less prayer Wimp

For those of us to whom prayer does not come naturally, how 
can we learn to process life through prayer rather than just going 
it on our own? Is there a direct correlation between how (and 
how often) we talk to God and how we talk to others?

I say a resounding yes!
I know from experience that when I carve out a chunk of 

time each day to consistently connect with God in prayer, I am 
less likely to lose patience with my kids or snap at the mister. 
PLEASE NOTE: I am not always consistent with prayer. I have 
dry times. And I have too-much-to-do-today times. I forget or 
get distracted. I decide to get ahead in my work rather than pray. 
Or I decide I’d rather flop on the couch to watch a hilarious 
rerun of Family Matters that I’ve laughed through twelve times 
already!
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“Did I do that?”
Sorry — I just love Steve Urkel.
Wait. Where was I? (See I told you I get easily distracted!)
Oh yeah . . . prayer.
Prayer isn’t some magic pill we just pop with a quick drop 

to our knees, and there is no guarantee we will behave well ver-
bally after we’ve uttered our “Amen.” However, I do experience a 
calmed heart after having spent time with God — one that helps 
me speak in a hushed tone when I’m tempted to be harsh. Or 
at times my prayer time might include praying a few Scripture 
verses out loud. Later that day, the exact verse I prayed is the one 
my mind needs to recall to give me guidance in what I should 
and shouldn’t say in a particular situation.

Here are a few steps I have learned over the years to be a 
little more prayer warrior and a little less prayer wimp.

1. Pray Your To-Do List

Sometimes the pressing demands of the day make it hard to 
hear the Lord’s voice. We stress and obsess about our to-do list 
and all of our many appointments and responsibilities. When I 
have one of those days, instead of trying to banish all thoughts 
of what I have to do, I actually take my to-do list into my prayer 
time!

To pray your to-do list, find a few moments to be alone and 
quiet. Ask God to bring to mind all that you must accomplish 
that day. Make a list of everything that comes to mind. Then 
briefly pray through each item on the list. If more tasks come to 
mind, simply add them to the list. Don’t worry that it is unspiri-
tual to stop halfway through a prayer and jot down an item. If 
you’re like me, it will help you to clear your mind and enable 
you to focus better on your time alone with God. He is con-
cerned about all the details of your life, even the errands.
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2. Be Intentional

Treat your time alone with God as serious as any other 
appointment you have. When you have to go to the dentist, you 
brush your teeth and make sure you show up on time for your 
appointment. Why do we assume our time alone with God will 
just happen spontaneously or in the cracks? Treat it with inten-
tionality. Write down in your planner the time you will spend 
with God or set an alert on your phone. Have a plan for what you 
will read in the Bible or whether you will write in a journal or 
listen to worship music.

3. Read and Write

Get a quality devotional book or Bible study workbook that 
provides a Bible reading plan. But don’t stop at just reading the 
Bible. Write down your thoughts in response to what you read. 
Keeping a journal — whether it is a paper one or a digital file on 
your computer — will help you invest in your relationship with 
God. You can process your life with him as you write out your 
thoughts. And you can both read and write prayers. The book of 
Psalms is sometimes referred to as the prayer book of the Bible. 
Read the psalms out loud to God, allowing the words to become 
your own. Then write out your own specific prayers to him as 
well. It will amaze you when you go back later and see the ways 
that God answered your prayers.

4. Make a Recording and Memorize

Use a smartphone app or online program such as Audac-
ity to record yourself reading out loud any verses or passages of 
Scripture you would like to memorize. Then load them on an 
iPod, phone, or MP3 player. Pop in the earbuds and listen to 
the verses each day as you walk, do housework, or cook dinner. 
Memorizing is so much easier this way!
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Top Ten Verses To Help You  
WaTcH Your Words 

Here are ten fabulous verses to keep in mind — or to cement 
in mind by memorizing them — that can help you watch your 
words so they don’t do damage to others, to yourself, or to God.

•	Words	from	the	mouth	of	the	wise	are	gracious, 
 but fools are consumed by their own lips. (ecclesiastes 10:12)

•	Whoever	would	love	life	and	see	good	days	must	keep	their	tongue	
from evil and their lips from deceitful speech. (1 Peter 3:10)

•	Those	who	consider	themselves	religious	and	yet	do	not	keep	a	
tight rein on their tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is 
worthless. (James 1:26)

•	May	these	words	of	my	mouth	and	this	meditation	of	my	heart 
 be pleasing in your sight, 
 Lord, my rock and my redeemer. (Psalm 19:14)

•	Let	your	conversation	be	always	full	of	grace,	seasoned	with	salt,	
so that you may know how to answer everyone. (Colossians 4:6)

•	Do	not	let	your	mouth	lead	you	into	sin.	(Ecclesiastes	5:6)

•	Set	a	guard	over	my	mouth,	Lord; 
keep watch over the door of my lips. (Psalm 141:3)

•	Do	not	let	any	unwholesome	talk	come	out	of	your	mouths,	but	
only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, 
that it may benefit those who listen. (ephesians 4:29)

•	Before	a	word	is	on	my	tongue, 
 you, Lord, know it completely. (Psalm 139:4)

•	Though	you	probe	my	heart, 
 though you examine me at night and test me, 
you will find that I have planned no evil; 
 my mouth has not transgressed. (Psalm 17:3)
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5. Identify and Apply the Bible’s Nonnegotiables

Here is an approach I have loved using over the years 
because it makes Scripture leap off the page and Velcro itself 
to my mind.

Sit down with a Bible and a notebook. Pick a New Testa-
ment book such as James or Colossians. Read it through unhur-
riedly, stopping each time you see a nonnegotiable command. 
For example:

My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Every-
one should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to 
become angry, because human anger does not produce 
the righteousness that God desires. Therefore, get rid 
of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and 
humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save 
you. (James 1:19 – 21)

Did you notice there are lots of commands in this passage? 
Here is what you might write down in your notebook:

When dealing with others, I need to be:

•	 Willing	to	listen	right	off	the	bat
•	 Not	in	a	hurry	to	speak	(or	especially	to	voice	my	

opinion!)
•	 Patient,	trying	not	to	boil	over	with	

anger — flying off the handle doesn’t  
accomplish anything that God desires

I must also:

•	 Do	away	with	anything	immoral	or	wicked
•	 Spend	time	imbedding	Scripture	in	my	heart	in	

a humble way. It will save me!
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After writing out the commands in your own words, jot 
down a few sentences of reflection based on what the verse says. 
Are there any action steps you might take in order to act on 
what the verse or verses command? Any behavioral changes or 
attitude adjustments required?

When we read the Bible, we learn. However, when we write 
out biblical commands in a way that is personal to us, we allow 
the Word to take root deep within our hearts. This will help 
us the next time we are faced with a challenging situation and 
need to use words wisely. When we have trained our brain to 
recall and apply biblical nonnegotiables, we are equipped to 
speak, act, and react in ways that honor God.

Will you make prayer your practice and obeying biblical 
commands your goal? When you do, you will be less likely to 
regret what you say. God’s Word is both powerful and practical. 
Through it he will give you directives, but not without also giv-
ing you the supernatural strength to carry them out.

Perhaps we will never be faced with a roaring lion or feel 
the licking flames of a fiery furnace. But we will most certainly 
face adversity of some kind or be tempted at times to wield our 
tongues for evil.

Like Daniel, by forging our faith daily through the practice 
of prayer, we will be more readily equipped to speak and act 
in ways that not only save us from disaster, but also make God 
famous.

A little more warrior. A lot less wimp. That’s my particular 
prayer for both of us today.
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