How to Use these Devotionals

If you are taking your church or small groups through the Pray First Bible Study, use the below devotionals as content you can provide via a church blog or email. Each devotional has a corresponding video thought from Pastor Chris Hodges found on the HarperChristian Resources YouTube channel here: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLSwYSGk9lkdByWeR_9cbCakYD6cIQEVXI. Embed the videos on your church blog or website and incorporate the written content in whatever way works best for your congregation. 




The Priority of Prayer
Daniel 6:1-28
Clip: Devo Day 1

Making prayer a priority is something we see throughout the stories of God’s people in the Bible. Famously, the prophet Daniel prioritized prayer so much that he was not only well-known for it, but his prayer practice actually gave the enemies of God a chance to arrest him (vv. 3-16).
What’s interesting about this story isn’t necessarily that Daniel’s enemies knew he prayed regularly at home. Daniel was a Jew after all, living in exile. He would have stood out all the time. The Babylonian administrators and satraps who were envious of the role King Darius had given him could have easily tracked a man like Daniel, who returned home three times a day. 
What’s interesting is that Daniel prayed first. He didn’t use the administrative power he’d been given by the king (vv. 1-2) to immediately challenge the new decree. Perhaps he could have done so? Perhaps he could’ve swayed the king to annul the decree before his arrest? But rather than exercise the power he had, or use his gifts and experience as an administrator (1:19-20 and 2:48), Daniel prioritized a conversation with God. Daniel went home and prayed first. 
It's easy to forget to pray. There’s always a screen, an alert, or a popup in our modern world that’s ready to distract us with something new. Even when the screens aren’t glowing, daily life is nonstop. Work, school, daycare, volunteering, grocery shopping, cooking, cleaning, etc. There is always something to do.  
In today’s video clip, pastor Chris Hodges says, “there’s something very, very special about starting the day [by] spending a few minutes with God.” It may not be possible for you to go home three times a day to pray like Daniel did. But perhaps you can make it a priority to pray at least once a day. Whether its first thing in the morning or at some other time, making prayer a priority will break you out of your bustling routine and provide you with a quiet moment with God. 
Reflection
Pastor Chris Hodges encourages us to set aside a time for prayer each morning. Are you able to do so this week? If not, what would you need to do to make morning prayer part of your life?
Read 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18. What does it look like in practical terms to “pray continually”?
Are there other times that you prioritize prayer—perhaps before meals or at bedtime? Why or why not?
Prayer
Re-read King Darius’s words in Daniel 6:26-27. Use them as a model for prayer today. The king declared the power and dominion of God, then recalled a specific miracle he’d witnessed (Daniel’s rescue). Try to pray similarly, naming something miraculous you’ve seen or experienced.

The Place of Prayer
Mark 1:32-37
Clip: Devo Day 2

The book of Mark begins and ends with Jesus going off somewhere to pray. Mark 1 tells the stories of Jesus’s first miracles and how he quickly drew crowds of people (vv. 32-33). There were evidently so many people near the house he was staying in that “very early in the morning, while it was still dark” he needed “a solitary place” to pray (v. 35). Then later, near the end of the book, Jesus again withdraws to pray in solitude. Only this time the people were coming to arrest him (14:32-42).
It's important to notice that this behavior of Jesus was recorded in Mark. Most Bible scholars believe that Mark was the first of the four gospels to be written. The next two gospels to be written, Matthew and Luke, were likely finished after Mark started circulating among the early Christians. Both Matthew and Luke seem to borrow heavily from Mark, filling in various gaps in the story as each author was led by the Spirit to do so. (John, which was likely written a few decades later, didn’t borrow from Mark as much.)
So, the first Christians saw that the place in which we pray matters. The earliest stories of Jesus made a point to say that he withdrew to specific locations to pray. This echoes Abraham who climbed Mount Moriah with Isaac in order to build a private altar to God, and Moses who ascended Mount Sinai to speak with God alone.
The modern world is filled with distractions that vie for our attention. However, we can experience a stronger connection with God by practicing solitude. By shutting out the noise of daily life, and by focusing on communicating with God alone, we position ourselves for a deeper connection with him. 
Take the opportunity for a more vibrant relationship with God by being intentional about where you pray today. When it’s possible, find a place of solitude and be alone with God. By doing so, you’ll engaged in a practice that the earliest Christians understood, and that Jesus himself modeled. 
Reflection
Loneliness is not the same as solitude. How are they different?
Where are you most likely to find a few minutes of solitude each day?
What would it take to start withdrawing from distractions on a daily basis for prayer?
Prayer
Dear Lord, thank you for being available for solitary time together. Thank you for the presence of your Spirit with mine. As I withdraw from the noise of the world, please re-connect with me. Your love is amazing. Your grace and your mercy sustain me. Please bless our time together this week. Amen.


The Plan of Prayer
Proverbs 21:5
Clip: Devo Day 3

If you stop and think about it for a minute, you can probably recall specific conversations which required you to plan ahead. An important discussion with your partner about finances. A meeting with the school about your child. A challenging conversation with an aging parent or a sibling. For moments like these, we often feel stress about how the other person will react to our words. To ensure the best outcome possible, we take time to plan ahead what we’re going to say, or we rehearse it out loud.
Pastor Chris Hodges reminds us in today’s video clip that even in prayer we shouldn’t always wing it. He says, “it’s important in every relationship to go into it with a plan of the conversation you’re going to have.” Even your relationship with God.
Jesus also taught that planning ahead is important. In a discussion about the cost of discipleship, Jesus said: “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won’t you first sit down and estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to complete it? For if you lay the foundation and are not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule you, saying, ‘This person began to build and wasn’t able to finish.’” (Luke 14:28-30)
There’s no doubt that spontaneous prayer is also part of an active prayer life. The Bible is full of examples of followers of God who prayed spontaneously. However, the ability to pray spontaneously doesn’t contradict the idea that preparing for your prayer time is good for your relationship with God. It’s both, and. We can both pray spontaneously and plan ahead for times of prayer. 
Take the principle of planning ahead from today’s reading into your prayer life this week. Be diligent in your preparation as an act of worship and enjoy a deeper connection with God.
Reflection
When was the last time you prepared for prayer time with God? 
Take a moment and write a list, in your phone or on a piece of paper, of the things you should remember pray about. Are you surprised by anything you’ve written down?
What would you need to do to create a plan for prayer?
Prayer 
Dear God, thank you for desiring a strong, authentic relationship with me. Thank you for the intimacy that is reflected in spontaneous prayers. You are always close. Thank you, also, for the commitment that is reflected in intentional, planned conversations. You are steadfast and dependable. I bring these things to you in prayer today ______. (Pray over the items written on your list.) Amen. 


The Power of Prayer (16:34)
Acts 4:23-31
Clip: Devo Day 4
 
In today’s video clip, pastor Chris Hodges says “Prayer is a conversation with God, but there’s also a spiritual element of it that is powerful...It’s not just communing with God, but we’re also confronting the enemy.”
Peter and John knew what it was like to confront enemies more than most people will ever understand. After healing a crippled man near the temple (Acts 3:1-10) they were arrested by the Sanhedrin. Even though they’d just done something miraculous in front of the temple of God, they were forced to spend a night in jail. Then, the next morning, they were brought before a tribunal for questioning (4:1-7). Peter then shares the gospel, which astonishes the tribune (v. 13). The presence of the now-healed cripple left them speechless (v. 14).
Unfortunately, enemies rarely know when to quit. The Sanhedrin continued to hold Peter and John, and even threatened them, before finally letting them go (vv. 15-22).
So, a long day and night of injustice preceded the prayer in today’s reading, leading the apostles to declare, “Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. Stretch out your hand to heal and perform signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” (vv. 29-30)
We often forget that prayer is powerful. In the busyness of normal days, we overlook our power-filled, direct connection with God. But like Peter and John, we can pray boldly for powerful acts of God. In Jesus’s name, we too can ask God to act against the injustices of this world, or to bring healing to those in need. Don’t miss the power of God in your life today! Call out boldly to him in prayer.
Reflection
How were you taught to understand prayer as a child? Powerful? Quiet? Reverential or super serious? Or, just an occasional wish? 
Read James 5:16. Is there anything you need to confess to God in prayer today?
Understanding that prayer can be powerful, or experienced in a group as it was in today’s reading, can be uncomfortable for many people. What might you need to overcome in order to experience prayer in these ways?
Prayer
In your prayer time today, think back to a moment or a season when you experienced prayer in an especially powerful way. Thank God for that time and consider praying for a new, powerful act of God in your life.


The Persons of Prayer
2 Corinthians 13:5-14
Clip: Devo Day 5

The idea that God is three persons in one—what we call the Trinity—is a foundational concept of Christianity. During the first century, various heresies about Jesus were gaining traction. In response, councils of early Christians developed the Nicene Creed and others, which help to quickly explain how God is three-in-one: the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. 
Even with the help of Christian creeds, the Trinity can be a head-spinning idea, but it’s worth pondering for a vibrant life of prayer. When you pray, you are praying to three persons. 
In today’s video clip, pastor Chris Hodges walks us through 2 Cor. 13:14. This verse reveals the trinity and their roles. As pastor Hodges says it, “the amazing grace of Jesus, the extravagant love of the Father, and the intimate friendship of the Holy Spirit.” 
What makes this verse especially poignant is the occasion in which it was written. 2 Corinthians is a vulnerable, personal letter from the apostle Paul. His credibility as an apostle was being challenged and early Christian communities in Corinth were fracturing. Chapters 10-13 are a passionate self-defense by the apostle, which ends with a profound statement about God’s three-in-one unity. Paul, when his own identity was challenged, leaned on the true identity of God for strength. 
There will be seasons when your identity is somehow challenged, or when your credibility is tested. As Paul has reminded us, it is the grace, love, and fellowship of God reflecting out of you which declares who you are, “those sanctified in Christ Jesus” (2 Cor. 1:2).
Reflection
Read Genesis 1:26, another verse which references the Trinity. How is your understanding of the creation story affected with the reminder that a three-in-one God made humans “in our image, in our likeness”?
What causes you to feel like you must give a self-defense, as Paul did in 2 Corinthians? Are you able to lean on the identity of God for strength?
As pastor Hodges asked in today’s video, “what is the Holy Spirit saying to you in all of this?”
Prayer
In your prayer time today, try to name the three persons of the Trinity. Thank the Spirit for fellowship, God for love, and Jesus for grace. 


Fasting for Reconnection
Acts 9:1-19
Clip: Devo Day 6
 
Have you ever discovered something that made you feel duped or ashamed? Have you ever learned something surprising that changed your whole world in an instant? 
Saul, that murderous Pharisee who hunted and killed Christians in the ancient world, probably felt a mix of these emotions on the day he met Jesus. His conversion to faith was dramatic: while travelling to Damascus, Jesus suddenly called Saul to task in “a light from heaven” (v. 3). The encounter caused Saul to fall to the ground and blinded him for three days. During those three days, Saul “did not eat or drink anything” (v. 9). 
Imagine what that must have been like. For years, Saul was a revered and feared religious leader. He was someone who had all the right answers—and judgment against those who didn’t have them too. He was a crusader for preserving the Jewish way of life, and he waged war against a heretical new system of beliefs: Christianity. 
Think of the prayers he must’ve prayed during those days of blindness and fasting. Think of all that he must have reflected on as he sought the will of God. He learned that he was actually working against God, not for him—and that God could easily take him down at any time, too. How humbling it must have been. He’d been striving after something, leading a violent crusade, and had become disconnected from the God he claimed to serve. The irony of being physically blind after living with sight yet being unable to see the work of God through Christ, must have weighed on him.
In today’s clip, pastor Chris Hodges says that prayer “connects us to God” and that fasting is “a practice that disconnects us from the world.”
Everyone can become disconnected from God. Every one of us can see without seeing, sometimes. That’s the way humans tend to drift, into the blinding fog of selfish pursuits. It takes intentional practices, like prayer and fasting, to reconnect us with our creator and disconnect us from our idols.
Rejoice today that Jesus calls the blind back to him and restores true sight. Rejoice today for the good things God has done for you. And the next time you realize you’re drifting away from God, pray and fast to find your way back. May the scales ever fall from your eyes.
Reflection
What were you taught about fasting when you were young? Have you ever fasted before?
What can you disconnect from in order to allow your soul to more freely connect with God?
When have you struggled with the powerful emotions, as Saul must’ve struggled after his encounter with God? Would prayer and fasting be a helpful practice next time you’re in a similar place?
Prayer
Dear God, please connect with me in my fasting. Help me to disconnect from the things of this world and reconnect with you. Please restore my soul and speak to me. Reveal my blindness and guide me on the next steps in my life’s journey. Thank you, Lord. Amen. 

