
Nancy Thomas 

My husband, Hal, and I are Friends Serving Abroad (FSAs) in Latin 
America. Even as I write this, we are preparing for a trip to Brazil 
and Bolivia where we will meet with students and many other 
sisters and brothers we love. As part of our preparations, we are 
writing to friends and asking for their covering prayers. 

This week of meditations follows the apostle Paul, looking specifi-
cally at his practice of intercessory prayer. It’s both challenged me 
and left me with several concerns. One is that I recognize how far I 
have to grow to even approach taking prayer as seriously as Paul 
did. So, can I with integrity offer these devotional writings in an 
area where I don’t measure up? I’ve decided that from the stand-
point of an explorer (not an expert), I can present what I’m learn-
ing. My other concern is not to burden readers with what could be a 
temptation to legalism. More impossible requirements! More hard 
stuff! More focus on doing and getting it right! 

I pray that the Spirit will give us wisdom as we consider the place of 
prayer, and that growth in this area will come as part of an “easy 
yoke and light burden” as we partner with Jesus in his work. 
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Sunday 
January 5 Immeasurably More 

BIBLE READING: Ephesians 3:20-21 
Although Paul never presents a systematic theology of prayer, 
certain themes weave through his writings—themes that can 
serve as guides. One of these ideas is how seriously Paul takes 
prayer as the chief task of all believers. He writes to the new 
Christians at Ephesus: “Pray…on all occasions with all kinds 
of prayers and requests” (Ephesians 6:18). We get hints of the 
role of prayer in his own ministry as he begins so many letters 
with, “As I pray for you….” 

Human weakness in facing the task of prayer is another 
theme. We don’t know how to pray or even for what to pray 
(Romans 8:26-27). I’m relieved Paul included that point. 
Along with others who have struggled and failed again and 
again at intercession, it’s good to know it’s not just me. The 
task of prayer is difficult. 

In these same references, Paul includes the resource that 
helps us in our weakness: the Spirit of God. God’s Spirit helps 
us, interceding for us as we intercede for others. “Pray in the 
Spirit,” Paul tells us. Learning how to do this is part of our 
prayer assignment; it’s also a mark of our growth in grace. 

A final theme coursing like a mountain stream through 
Paul’s writings is his faith in the power of our prayers. As we 
commit to the task, taking the time to do the work of prayer in 
dependence on the Spirit, God does “immeasurably more than 
all we ask or imagine.” We become partners with God in 
bringing to fruition God’s purposes in our families, our 
church, our community, and the world. Let this motivate and 
encourage us. 

SONG: Trust and Obey 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Teach me to pray in the power 

of the Spirit. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Monday 
January 6 Who to Pray For? 

BIBLE READING: Ephesians 6:1 
Paul doesn’t often give us a list of people to pray for, but we 
learn by observing his practice. Paul spent most of his prayer 
hours interceding for other Christians. This should not sur-
prise us since Paul’s ministry was persuading people to fol-
low the Jesus way, then gathering these new Christians into 
churches—all in the conflictive context of the Roman Empire. 
The young believers needed all the help they could get, and 
apparently Paul considered prayer to be the best way he could 
accomplish this. Paul instructed these new believers also to 
pray for each other. 

Paul prayed for non-Christians—at least for one group of 
them. “Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and prayer to 
God for the Israelites is that they may be saved” (Romans 
10:1). While confident that this will happen in time, Paul 
persists in this prayer assignment as a way of cooperating in 
God’s purposes.  

Sometimes God gives particular prayer assignments. We 
are to wrestle in prayer for peace, justice, shalom—all that 
salvation could mean for a specific part of the world. Paul 
instructs us to pray for those in authority (1 Timothy 2:1-4). 
Prayer and politics mix as we play our hidden role in bringing 
peace, justice, and shalom to our part of the world. 

Finally, Paul tells us that our first resort in times of 
trouble is to pray for ourselves in every situation (Philippians 
4:6), sometimes “night and day” (1 Timothy 5:5). He urges us 
to choose prayer instead of anxiety. It’s a way to choose life 
above death and make a difference. 

SONG: The Servant Song  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Show me who you want me to 

pray for and help me be faithful. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Tuesday 
January 7 The Eyes of the Heart 

BIBLE READING: Ephesians 1:17-19a 
The concept of spiritual understanding stands out when we 
examine how Paul interceded for the believers. In looking at 
the four prayers recorded in Ephesians, Philippians, and 
Colossians, I count eleven linguistically distinct words (verbs 
or nouns) all in the domain of understanding. Paul’s concept 
is well-rounded. He prays that the new converts will be able 
to: know, understand, be wise, receive revelation, perceive, 
discern, recognize, realize, be enlightened, grasp, and have 
insight. A Bible dictionary notes that the Greek word he uses 
most often for knowledge literally means “a firm conception 
of those spiritual principles which would guide [the believers] 
in their relations with one another and the world.” 

What is the subject matter we are to know? Looking 
again at the same four prayers, Paul asks that the believers 
grow in their “knowledge” of God (intimacy), the love of Jesus 
for them, God’s will, “what is best” (moral decision in specific 
situations), the hope of their calling, the spiritual riches to be 
found in the church, and the power of God at work in their 
lives. Sounds like all the ingredients for maturity. 

Some other observations about this kind of knowledge 
include: It’s a gift of the Spirit (Colossians 1:9). It’s communal 
in nature—”with all the Lord’s holy people” (Ephesians 3:18). 
It’s tied to love—Paul prays “that your love may abound more 
and more in knowledge and depth of insight” (Philippians 
1:9). It results in lives well lived, full of fruit for the kingdom 
(Colossians 1:10). 

Is this how we’re to pray for one another? 

SONG: Open the Eyes of My Heart, Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Open our eyes that we might 

see. Help us faithfully pray this for our brothers and sisters. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Wednesday 
January 8 Overflowing with Gratitude 

BIBLE READING: 1 Thessalonians 1:2-3 
Our next reflections focus on how Paul prayed. The over-
whelming impression given by a reading of his prayers is 
gratitude. He begins many letters with, “I thank God every 
time I remember you in my prayers.” Gratitude precedes, 
surrounds, and undergirds Paul’s prayer, even with difficult 
people and circumstances. Paul’s gratitude stems from his 
faith in the person and work of God. He begins a letter to the 
Corinthian church (a troublesome group if ever there was one) 
by saying, “I always thank God for you because of his grace 
given you in Christ Jesus….He will also keep you firm to the 
end….God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son 
Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful” (1 Corinthians 1:4, 8-9). His 
faith in God allowed him to pray boldly and gratefully. 

Paul’s gratitude links closely to memory of advances the 
believers have already made. He uses the word remember 
frequently, and the memories produce gratitude. He talks with 
God about the Thessalonian believers’ faithful work, loving 
labor, and hope-filled endurance. Paul doesn’t need to inform 
God, but perhaps by gratefully affirming past gains, his belief 
is strengthened that God will work in present difficulties. 

Finally, Paul’s gratitude looks to how God will work in 
the future. In his prayer for the believers at Philippi, he brings 
together past, present, and future:  

I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my 
prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of 
your partnership in the gospel from the first day until 
now, being confident of this, that he who began a good 
work in you will carry it on to completion until the 
day of Christ Jesus. (Philippians 1:3-6) 

SONG: Leaning on the Everlasting Arms 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Give me a grateful heart, even 

when I pray for grumpy people. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Thursday 
January 9 Wrestling in Prayer 

BIBLE READING: Colossians 4:12-13 
How did Paul pray? Today’s answer to that question would 
appear contradictory, linking with Paul’s focus on suffering as 
part of service. Paul refers to the example of his co-worker 
Epaphras (a man who excelled in intercession) with terms like 
“wrestling” and “working hard” to describe how Epaphras 
prays for people. 

Paul brings in the concepts of intentionality and inten-
sity in times set aside to intercede for particular people. He 
tells the believers at Thessalonica that he prays for them 
“most earnestly,” both “night and day” (1 Thessalonians 3:10). 
He encourages married couples to set aside times in order to 
“devote” themselves to prayer with fasting (1 Corinthians 7:5 
NKJV). While this intense and intentional wrestling in inter-
cession may not be the only way to pray, the early church 
certainly practiced it. 

Paul also encourages prayer in the context of spiritual 
warfare. He counsels Ephesian believers to pray in the Spirit 
for other believers as part of his description of the spiritual 
armor that Christians are to wear as they challenge the Evil 
One (Ephesians 6:10-18). He links this warfare prayer with the 
need to keep alert and watchful. He prays that believers will 
be strong to resist wrong and ever alert to the temptations of 
the context, human weakness, and the strategies of Satan. This 
is hard work. This is prayer with our eyes wide open. 

So, how did Paul pray? His advice to the Colossian 
believers also serves as a description of his own prayer habits: 
“Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thank-
ful” (Colossians 4:2). Hard, grateful work. Are we up for it? 

SONG: Onward, Christian Soldiers 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Teach me what it means to 

labor in prayer. 
—Nancy Thomas 



16 

Friday 
January 10 Unceasing Prayer 

BIBLE READING: 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 
When our son David was five years old, he recited from mem-
ory 1 Thessalonians 5:17 as “Pray without sneezing.” This 
was his way of making sense of the verse. I, too, struggle with 
the meaning of unceasing prayer. Today’s meditation gives 
Paul’s answer to the question: “When are we to pray?” 

His example challenges me. It seems that Paul prayed 
continually, at all times and in any place. Some of the phrases 
that jump out of his letters include “constantly,” “not stopped 
praying for you,” “continually ask,” “keep asking,” “night and 
day we pray,” “not stopped giving thanks for you,” “always 
thank God for you,” “in my prayers at all times,” “on all occa-
sions,” “always keep on praying,” and that most troublesome 
admonition, “pray without ceasing.” How did he manage that 
kind of prayer life alongside everything else he was doing? 

Examples from Christian history give clues. Brother 
Lawrence, the Russian pilgrim who repeated the Jesus Prayer, 
and Quaker Thomas Kelly cultivated such a Christ-centered 
life that prayer became simultaneous with whatever else they 
were doing: sweeping the kitchen, walking down the road, 
teaching a class, conversing with friends. Kelly talks about 
living on two levels: the outward reality of what is happening 
to and around us, and the inward reality of Christ in us. Bring-
ing the two together resulted in continuous prayer. 

Perhaps that’s how Paul managed it. I’m sure he also 
had times set aside to do nothing but pray. The rest of the 
time, perhaps he was in perpetual conversation with Christ on 
this inward level. I expect that working this out in my life will 
be a long-term project. It’s nothing to sneeze at. 

SONG: Moment by Moment 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me to see what “prayer 

without ceasing” might mean in my life. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Saturday 
January 11 Paul’s Prayer Requests 

BIBLE READING: Ephesians 6:19-20 
Although we read more about how Paul prayed for others, his 
letters also include requests for others to pray for him. Paul 
asked prayer for his own ministry, not taking success for 
granted. He asked the believers in Rome to pray that he could 
successfully complete the task of delivering the offering for 
the poor in Jerusalem. Paul asked people to pray for an open 
door to minister while he was in prison. He requested prayer 
that the gospel message he preached be well received. 

In spite of his reputation as a model missionary, Paul 
apparently sensed his own limitations, and he asked people to 
pray for him in these areas. He asked for deliverance from fear 
and for clarity in his speaking. The apostle also asked prayer 
for protection from persecution and from the perils of travel, 
with which he was well acquainted. Finally, Paul asked 
prayer for things that would bring him joy and comfort: re-
lease from prison, the joy of restored fellowship with loved 
ones, and personal renewal. 

I get the sense that the prayers of God’s people were an 
essential ingredient in Paul’s ministry. This underscores the 
importance of praying for pastors and the workers we send 
out. The mission enterprise moves forward by prayer. 

This whole study of Paul and prayer seems far beyond 
where I am now, but I take courage from Paul’s own admis-
sion about the Christian life: “I have not yet obtained this.” He 
goes on to say, “But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 
and straining toward what is ahead, I press on…” (Philippians 
3:12-14). May the Spirit turn us into faithful intercessors. 

SONG: Come, Thou Almighty King 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me to pray more faithfully 

for my pastor and those in service around the world. 
—Nancy Thomas 


