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The Bible gives Christians five direct commands regarding our relationship to the Holy Spirit.  There are two negative commands and three positive commands.

The two negative ones are:

1. Do not grieve the Spirit

2. Do not quench the Spirit

The three positive ones are:

3. Walk by the Spirit

4. Be filled with the Spirit

5. Pray in the Spirit

Now, you may have noticed that “Be baptized by the Spirit” was not one of the five commands the New Testament gives us.  The New Testament teaches that we are baptized in the Spirit at the moment of conversion.  At the very instant you are saved, the Holy Spirit comes to live within you.  There is no need for something like that to happen later, in fact it can’t happen later, because it has already happened when God saved you.  We are to be filled with the Spirit continually throughout our life, giving Him control over us, but the baptism of the Spirit is something that takes place at our conversion.  That’s why the New Testament doesn’t tell believers to do it.  It has already occurred for us.  

There is some misinformation and some unbiblical teaching out there about the Holy Spirit that you need to be aware of so it won’t confuse you when you encounter it.  You need to know what the Bible says about the Holy Spirit, and then use the Bible is the basis of your evaluation whenever anyone tells you what they believe about the Holy Spirit.

And one of the things the Bible tells us to do is to pray in the Spirit.

There are actually two passages that contain that command for us, Ephesians 6:18 and Jude 20.  Let’s look at them.

Ephesians 6:18 (NIV)

And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. 

Here’s how some other translations put it:

(NLT)

pray . . . in the power of the Holy Spirit

(CEV)  
pray by the power of the Spirit

(TEV)  
pray . . . as the Spirit leads

(Living) 
Ask God for anything in line with the Holy Spirit's wishes.

The other passage is:

Jude 1:20 (NIV)

But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit. 

And here is how that thought is expressed by some other translations:

(Living) 
pray in the power and strength of the Holy Spirit. 

(NLT)    
pray as you are directed by the Holy Spirit. 

(GW)  

Pray with the Holy Spirit's help. 

(CEV)  
as the Holy Spirit helps you to pray. 

So, what does it mean to “pray in the Spirit”?  Bill Thrasher, in his book, “A Journey to Victorious Praying,” says, “To pray in the Spirit simply means to lean upon His divine help as we pray.”

What kind of help can the Holy Spirit give us?

1. Motivate us to pray
One of the indictments that God leveled at His people through the prophet Isaiah was their prayerlessness. 

Isaiah 64:7 (TEV)  

No one turns to you in prayer; no one goes to you for help.

In our own strength, we are indifferent, apathetic, sometimes even cynical toward prayer.  We are hesitant to pray, reluctant to let down our guard, unwilling to admit our helplessness and our desperate need for divine intervention in our lives.  Whatever the reasons or excuses we make, we let day after day after day pass by without a significant time of heartfelt prayer with our God.

Where will we get the motivation to pray?  From God’s Holy Spirit who lives within us.  If we will admit our helplessness in this area and trust the Spirit of God, He is able to produce within us a desire to pray, to spend time with the Father, to open ourselves up and get honest with our Creator and Savior.  The Holy Spirit is able to draw us to the Father in prayer just as He, at the first, drew us to Jesus as our Savior.

How does the Holy Spirit motivate us to pray?  By revealing to us a need in our own life or in someone else’s life.  It may be a crisis you face, or a temptation, or something of great importance that is lacking in your life.  Or it may be a situation, a decision, a choice that requires divine direction.  We are going through life, doing our everyday type things, when, all of a sudden, we become aware of a need in our life or someone else’s life.

When we see that need, that is the Holy Spirit calling us to prayer.  What happens next is up to us.  We have several options.  We can ignore the need and hope that it goes away or doesn’t get too bad.  We can try to handle the need ourselves.  We can try to get somebody else to handle the need.  Or we can admit our utter helplessness and go immediately to the Lord in prayer.

It is important that we pray as soon as we realize that the Holy Spirit is calling us to prayer.  The more quickly we respond in prayer to a revealed need, the more likely we are to sense the Holy Spirit the next time He shows us a need.  If we put off praying or never pray at all about the matter, then we will become less sensitive to the Spirit’s prompting in our lives.  Over time, we will become calloused and not realize that the Holy Spirit is showing us needs so that we will be motivated to pray.

I’m not suggesting that we should substitute prayer for action, that we should just sit back and pray about everything and never take any kind of action ourselves.  It is not that we should pray instead of act, but we should pray before we act.  When we get up off our knees, we will know what actions God wants us to take in regard to the need that we have taken to Him in prayer. 

2. Show us what to pray about
That’s the emphasis of some of the translations of those two verses that tell us to “pray in the Spirit.”

Ephesians 6:18 (TEV)

Pray on every occasion, as the Spirit leads.

Jude 1:20 (NLT)

Pray as you are directed by the Holy Spirit. 

Have you ever considered letting the Holy Spirit set the agenda for your prayer time?  Have you ever considered letting the Holy Spirit develop your prayer list?  Have you ever considered asking the Holy Spirit what He wants you to pray about today?

Bill Thrasher tells about an uneasiness he felt one day as he finished his prayer time and was about to begin going about the errands of the day.  He paid attention to this feeling and stopped, asking God if there was something else that he needed to pray about.  A couple of things came to mind and he prayed about them.  Then the word “safety” seemed to pop into his mind.  Safety.  After he prayed for God to keep him safe that day, he felt the freedom to stop praying, leave home, and begin his day’s work.  Four hours later as he was driving, another car pushed him into the lane of oncoming traffic.  Miraculously he avoided contact with the cars on either side of him.  He pulled over and praised God for impressing him that morning to pray for safety.

Charles Lowery says that life is like driving up a winding path to the top of a mountain, never knowing what awaits us around each new curve.  “Look at it like this,” he says.  “You have a Friend on top of the mountain.  He has binoculars and can see the road.  He knows what the hazards are and who is on the road.  He has your cell phone number.  He calls and tells you there are two cars ahead and then you can pass.  The two cars pass and–zoom–you’re at the top.  Why?  Your Friend sees everything, but you have to trust Him and wait on Him.”

If God knows everything about us, if He has already planned each of our days in advance and written them down in His book, if He knows what sins will tempt us today, what crises we will face today, what problems we will deal with today, what opportunities will come our way today, what choices we will have to make today . . . then why in the world would we not include in our praying some time to ask the Holy Spirit what we should pray about?

What does God want you to pray about?  If you ask Him, you might be surprised.  It might not be all about you and your day.  There might be some of that, but there might be much more that He wants you to pray about.

Too often our prayers are focused on mundane concerns of our earthly lives.  If someone were to analyze and categorize our prayers, they would think we are obsessed with physical ailments of all types, financial problems, human comforts, physical possessions, and avoiding the consequences of the wrong and foolish things we have done.  And I’m afraid they would probably be right.

There is nothing wrong with praying about any of those everyday problems we face.  Nothing wrong at all.  In fact, that shows our sense of dependence upon God.  But I wonder, I really wonder, if we were to ask the Holy Spirit to make out our prayer list for today, whether those major concerns of ours would be scratched off and replaced with some issues that are less about us getting by in the world, and more about God redeeming the world.

Dorothy Clapp, an older Christian lady in New Jersey, in 1940 asked God what she should pray about, and God laid on her heart a public high school down the street from her house.

“Day after day, month after month, year after year she faithfully obeyed her prayer task.  She prayed for God to save young people in that school.  Then she began to pray that God would not only save them but send them to the ends of the earth.  After 12 years of faithful praying, she began praying for a mischievous young male student.  She sent him a Gospel of John.  For three more years she prayed, and at last God saved George Verwer.


“Before long George had led 200 other students to Jesus Christ.  Some of them went to college and began to meet daily for prayer and went out together in evangelism.  In 1957, three of them went to Mexico to evangelize during their summer vacation.  By 1960, they were also taking Christian youth to Spain.  By 1962, they had their first multi-nation European campaign. . . .

 
“Now each year several thousand Christian young people from many nations join forces to evangelize, sell and distribute literature, and reach the nations for Christ [through Operation Mobilization]. . . .


“It can be all traced to one Christian lady who prayed for 15 years for students at a high school” down the street from her house.

3. Pray for us when we don’t know what to say
Romans 8:26-27 (Living)  

And in the same way--by our faith --the Holy Spirit helps us with our daily problems and in our praying. For we don't even know what we should pray for nor how to pray as we should, but the Holy Spirit prays for us with such feeling that it cannot be expressed in words. [27] And the Father who knows all hearts knows, of course, what the Spirit is saying as he pleads for us in harmony with God's own will. 

Sometimes we don’t know what to say in prayer.  Sometimes the words just won’t come.  The beautiful thing about having God’s Holy Spirit within us is that He knows us better than we know ourselves.  He can pray for us.  He can communicate directly between us and the Father, because He is in us and He is God.

That doesn’t mean we don’t need to pray but can just delegate it to the Holy Spirit.  That’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m talking about those times when you are so overwhelmed with a situation and you don’t even know what you would want to happen, let alone what God knows needs to happen.  In those extreme circumstances, don’t give up on prayer, but rely on the Holy Spirit to pray for you and with you, to help you in your praying the deepest desires of your heart.

4. Add spiritual depth to our prayer
It is the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of a Christian that allows us to cross that barrier of intimacy that so often separates us from a genuine heartfelt time of prayer with the Father.

It is so easy to allow our prayer time to lapse into routine, formality and coldness.  

It was the religious leaders that Jesus called hypocrites and lashed out at them saying, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: 'These people honor me with their lips,

but their hearts are far from me.  They worship me in vain.’” (Matthew 15:7-9, NIV)

Do we move our lips in prayer, even though our hearts are not engaged?  What would Jesus say about that?

The solution is to pray in the Spirit, to get so totally caught up in the presence of the Holy Spirit in our prayer that we forget everything else.  

Many of you are using the Everyday With Jesus Devotional Bible to read through the Bible during 2005.  The April 2 devotional deals with “praying in the Spirit.”  Here’s what Selwyn Hughes says about praying in the Spirit.

“There are times in my own life, as I am sure there are in yours, when I struggle in prayer and find it difficult to concentrate, only to discover that suddenly I am taken out of myself and given a freedom that transforms my prayer time from that point on.  When this happens, I know I have been praying in the Spirit. . . . Formal prayer is fine and has its place, but oh, how we need to experience more times of praying in the Spirit.”

Hughes goes on to say that he thinks we can learn to pray in the Spirit.  How?

“[First,] come to God in an attitude of dependence.  This means recognizing that your greatest need in prayer is not an ability to put words together or form fine phrases, but the Holy Spirit’s empowerment.  [Second,] yield yourself totally to the Spirit, letting Him guide and direct your praying.  Be continually aware that He wants to have the bigger part in your prayer life.  Start with these two principles,” he says, “learning to depend less and less on your own experience or ability and more and more on the Spirit’s enabling.  Once you experience what it means to ‘pray in the Spirit,’ you will long to experience it more and more.”

When it comes to physical exercise, they tell me the key factor is reaching what they call your “aerobic target zone” and staying there for 20 minutes.  In other words, you have to exercise enough to get your pulse up and then keep exercising for 20 minutes if it’s going to do your heart and lungs any good.  They recommend using a heart rate monitor to know when you are in your aerobic target zone.

How will you know when you are praying in the Spirit?  You don’t need a heart rate monitor to determine whether or not you are in your “spiritual target zone.”  You’ll know by how things are going in your prayer.  But the same principle of time applies here.  Don’t expect to be overwhelmed by the Holy Spirit in prayer while you say grace over dinner or utter a quick prayer before rushing out the door.  For exercise to improve your heart and lungs, it takes 20 minutes once you reach your target pulse rate.  Praying in the Spirit also requires an investment of time.

Here’s how you’ll know when you are praying in the Spirit. You will be totally honest with God.  You will quit beating around the bush.  You will call your sin by the same name that God uses for it instead of trying to disguise it.  You will be overcome by the presence of God.  Your emotions will be involved in the prayer time.  

You will take off every mask, let down every guard, and you will let yourself truly believe that you are, in fact, in the presence of Almighty God, and He has taken off His coat, and sat down to spend some time with you.  And if you are truly in that frame of mind, then you would be a fool to rush through it to get on to your daily agenda.  You are in the presence of God Himself!  

The Book of Revelation uses the phrase “in the Spirit” to describe the Apostle John’s condition while he was receiving the revelation from God.  The NIV footnotes use three different phrases to explain what being “in the Spirit” means:  in a state of spiritual exaltation (Rev. 1:10); in a state of heightened spiritual awareness (Rev. 4:2); and in a state of spiritual ecstasy (Rev. 17:3).  Whether or not I ever have a vision, I want those phrases to describe my prayer life: spiritual exaltation, awareness, and ecstasy.  Don’t you?

Praying in the Spirit doesn’t mean you are going to start talking gibberish.  It doesn’t mean that you are going to lose control of yourself.  It doesn’t mean that you won’t know what’s going on.  It doesn’t mean that you will feel like you’re on some kind of spiritual LSD.  Paul said:

1 Corinthians 14:15 (NIV)  

I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my mind.

