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5

r e A d I n g  t h e  B I B l e  I n  p r Ay e r 
A n d  C o m m u n I o n  w I t h  g o d

John  P ip e r

C ommunion with God is a staggering thought. God cre-
ated billions of galaxies and calls every star by name (Isa. 

40:26; 42:5). He never had a beginning and will never end (Ps. 
90:2). His ways are inscrutable and his judgments unsearchable 
(Rom. 11:33). His thoughts are as different from ours as the 
heavens are high above the earth (Isa. 55:8). “The nations are 
like a drop from a bucket, and are accounted as the dust on the 
scales” (Isa. 40:15).

If that were not enough to make communion with God 
unthinkable, consider that all of us are naturally rebellious 
against him. Therefore, his omnipotent wrath rests on us. We 
are by nature hostile to God and do not submit to his law (Rom. 
8:7). Therefore, the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against 
us (Rom. 1:18). We are “by nature children of wrath,” “sons of 
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disobedience,” and “dead in . . . trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1–5). 
How then can there be any thought of communion with God?

FOR OUR JOY
Before we see the Bible’s answer, let’s clarify what we mean by 
“communion.” Communion refers to God’s communication and 
presentation of himself to us, together with our proper response 
to him with joy. We say “with joy” because it would not be com-
munion if God revealed himself in total wrath and we were simply 
terrified. That would be true revelation and a proper response, 
but it would not be communion.

Communion assumes that God comes to us in love and that 
we respond joyfully to the beauty of his perfections and the 
offer of his fellowship. He may sometimes come with a rod of 
discipline. But even in our tears, we can rejoice in our Father’s 
loving discipline (Heb. 12:6–11). Communion with God may 
lay us in ashes or make us leap. But it never destroys our joy. It 
is our joy (Ps. 43:4).

TO GOD’S GLORY
Communion with God is the end for which we were created. The 
Bible says that we were created for the glory of God (Isa. 43:7). 
Yet glorifying God is not something we do after communing 
with him, but by communing with him. Many human deeds 
magnify the glory of God’s goodness, but only if they flow from 
our contentment in communion with him. This is why we pray, 
“Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love” (Ps. 90:14). 
The joy of this communion in the love of God confirms God’s 
worth and shows his glory.

BECAUSE OF THE GOSPEL
But how is this unthinkable privilege of communion with God 
possible for sinners like us? The answer of the Bible is that God 
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himself took the initiative to be reconciled to his enemies. He 
sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to die in our place and bear the curse 
that we deserved from God. “Christ redeemed us from the curse 
of the law by becoming a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). So the wrath 
of God that we deserved fell on Christ (Isa. 53:4–6, 10).

Because God gave Christ as our substitute, we can be recon-
ciled to God and enjoy peaceful communion with him. “While 
we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his 
Son” (Rom. 5:10). “Therefore, since we have been justified by 
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 5:1). This peace leads to the unparalleled joy of commu-
nion with God (Rom. 5:11).

THE GOSPEL: THE BIBLE’S CENTRAL MESSAGE
Therefore, the first thing to say about the Bible in relation to 
communion with God is that the message of how to be recon-
ciled to God for the glory of God is the central message of the 
Bible. There is no communion with God without salvation from 
our sin and God’s wrath. The Bible is the only book with final 
authority that tells us what God did through Christ and how we 
must respond through faith to be saved and to enjoy communion 
with God (2 Tim. 3:15).

But the Bible is more. The Bible tells the story of creation, of 
the fall of humanity into sin, and of the history of God’s chosen 
people Israel leading up to the coming of the Messiah, Jesus. 
Then it recounts the life of Christ and his teachings, his mighty 
works, his death, his resurrection, and his ascension. Finally, it 
tells the story of the early church after Jesus had returned to 
heaven, and how we are to live until Jesus comes again.

THE BIBLE REVEALS GOD
The God-inspired record of this history (the Bible) is the only 
infallible and authoritative book communicating and present-
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ing God himself (2 Tim. 3:16–17; 2 Pet. 1:21). To be sure, God 
is active everywhere in the world today, and we experience his 
precious power wherever we trust him and do his will. But we 
will go astray if we make this daily experience of God the basis 
of our communion with him. We know God for who he is, and 
meet him as he is, when we meet him through his Word—the 
Bible. We see this principle at work, for example, in 1 Samuel 
3:21: “The Lord revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the 
word of the Lord.” The Lord himself is revealed by his word, 
that is, by what he says to us, whether audibly or in written form.

Therefore, when we seek to enjoy communion with the 
Lord—and not to be led astray by the ambiguities of religious 
experience—we read the Bible. From Genesis to Revelation, God’s 
words and God’s deeds reveal God himself for our knowledge 
and our enjoyment. Of course, it is possible to read the Bible 
without enjoying communion with God. We must seek to under-
stand the Bible’s meaning, and we must pause to contemplate 
what we understand and, by the Spirit, to feel and express the 
appropriate response of the heart.

God communicates with us in many ways through the Bible 
and seeks the response of our communion with him. If God 
indicts us (2 Cor. 7:8–10), we respond to him with sorrow and 
repentance. If he commends us (Ps. 18:19–20), we respond to 
him with humble gratitude and joy. If he commands us to do 
something (Matt. 28:19–20), we look to him for strength and 
resolve to obey with his help. If he makes a promise (Heb. 13:5–6), 
we marvel at his grace and trust him to do what he says. If he 
warns us of some danger (Luke 21:34), we take him seriously 
and watch with a thankful sense of his presence and protection. 
If he describes something about himself (Isa. 46:9–11), his Son 
(Mark 1:11), or his Holy Spirit (John 16:13–14), we affirm it and 
admire it and pray for clearer eyes to see and enjoy his greatness 
and beauty.

Understanding Scripture.529993.int.indd   48 12/21/11   9:52 AM



49

Reading the Bible in Prayer and Communion with God

FELLOWSHIP WITH THE TRIUNE GOD
In all these communications, it is God himself that we most 
want to see. Communion with God is not merely learning about 
God but enjoying fellowship with God in the truth he reveals 
about himself. The apostle John, who enjoyed unusually close 
communion with Jesus while he was on the earth, said that he 
wrote his letters so that we might enjoy this fellowship: “That 
which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 
you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship 
is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3). 
In other words, the Bible records the words and deeds of God 
so that by means of these we have fellowship—that is, commu-
nion—with God.

This fellowship is with each person in the Trinity: with the 
Father (1 John 1:3), with the Son (1 Cor. 1:9), and with the Holy 
Spirit (2 Cor. 13:14). This is possible because each person of the 
Godhead communicates with us in a way that corresponds to his 
unique role in creation, providence, and salvation. As the great 
Puritan John Owen wrote in his classic Communion with God, 
the Father communicates himself to us by the way of “original 
authority,” the Son from a “purchased treasury,” and the Spirit 
by an “immediate efficacy.” Each person, as Owen says, com-
municates with us “distinctly” in the sense that we may discern 
from which person particular realizations of the grace of God 
come to us. But “distinctly” does not mean “separately”: par-
ticular fellowship with each person of the Trinity is always one 
facet of ongoing communion with all three.

HUMBLE, BOLD PRAYER
Finally, from this Father-initiated, Son-purchased, Spirit-effected 
communion with God, we pray with humble boldness (Heb. 
4:16). That is, we speak to God the Father, on the basis of Christ’s 
work, by the help of the Spirit. This speaking is called prayer. It 
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includes our confessions of sin (1 John 1:9), our praises of God’s 
perfections (Ps. 96:4), our thanks for God’s gifts (Ps. 118:21), and 
our requests that he would help us (Ps. 38:22) and others (Rom. 
15:30–31)—all to the glory of God (Ps. 50:15), for the hallowing 
of his name, which must ever be our goal.

Prayer is the verbal aspect of our response to God in com-
munion with him. The Bible does speak of “groanings too deep 
for words” (Rom. 8:26), but ordinarily prayer is the response of 
our heart to God in words. It may be in private (Matt. 6:6) or 
in public (1 Cor. 14:16). It may last all night (Luke 6:12) or be 
summed up in a moment’s cry (Matt. 14:30). It may be desperate 
(Jonah 2:2) or joyful (Ps. 119:162). It may be full of faith (Mark 
11:24) or wavering with uncertainty (Mark 9:24).

But it is not optional. It is commanded—which is good news, 
because it means that God loves being the giver of omnipotent 
help (Ps. 50:15). The Bible reminds us that ordinary people can 
accomplish great things by prayer (James 5:17–18). It tells us 
about great answers to prayer (Isa. 37:21, 36). It gives us great 
examples of how to pray (Matt. 6:9–13; Eph. 3:14–19). And it 
offers amazing encouragements to pray (Matt. 7:7–11).

GOD GETS THE GLORY; WE GET THE JOY
The Bible shows that prayer is near the heart of why God created 
the world. When we pray for God to do what only he can do, 
he alone gets the glory, while we get the joy. We see this when 
Jesus says, “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that 
the Father may be glorified in the Son” (John 14:13), and then 
later says, “Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full” 
(John 16:24). In prayer, God gets the glory and we get the joy. 
God is the overflowing fountain; we are satisfied with the living 
water. He is infinitely rich; we are the happy heirs.

Central to all our praying, as we have seen, must be our 
longing that God’s name be hallowed in the world—known and 
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honored and loved (Matt. 6:9). To that end, we pray (1) for his 
church to be “filled with the fruit of righteousness . . . to the 
glory and praise of God” (Phil. 1:11); (2) that the gospel would 
spread and awaken faith in Jesus among all the nations (2 Thess. 
3:1); and (3) that many who do not believe would be saved (Rom. 
10:1). In this way, the aim of God’s Word and the aim of prayer 
become the same: the glory of God and the salvation of the 
nations through Jesus Christ.

Understanding Scripture.529993.int.indd   51 12/21/11   9:52 AM



Understanding Scripture.529993.int.indd   52 12/21/11   9:52 AM



53

6

r e A d I n g  t h e  B I B l e  
f o r  p e r s o n A l  A p p l I C At I o n

Dav id  Po wl i s on

I t is a marvel how personally the Bible applies. The words 
pointedly address the concerns of long-ago people in faraway 

places, facing specific problems, many of which no longer exist. 
They had no difficulty seeing the application. Much of what 
they read was personal application to actual situations they were 
facing. But nothing in the Bible was written directly to you or 
specifically about what you face. We are reading someone else’s 
mail. Yet the Bible repeatedly affirms that these words are also 
written for us: “Whatever was written in former days was writ-
ten for our instruction” (Rom. 15:4; see also Deut. 29:29; 1 Cor. 
10:11; 2 Tim. 3:15–17). Application today discovers ways in which 
the Spirit reapplies Scripture in a timely fashion.

Furthermore, the Bible is primarily about God, not you. The 
essential subject matter is the triune Redeemer Lord, culminating 

Understanding Scripture.529993.int.indd   53 12/21/11   9:52 AM



54

Reading the Bible

in Jesus Christ. When Jesus “opened their minds to understand 
the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45), he showed how everything writ-
ten—creation, promises, commands, history, sacrificial system, 
psalms, proverbs—reveals him. We are reading someone else’s 
biography. Yet that very story demonstrates how he includes us 
within his story. Jesus is the Word of God applied, all-wisdom 
embodied. As his disciples, we learn to similarly apply the Bible, 
growing up into his image. Application today experiences how 
the Spirit “rescripts” our lives by teaching us who God is and 
what he is doing.

“Personal application” proves wise when you reckon with 
these marvels. The Bible was written to others—but speaks to 
you. The Bible is about God—but draws you in. Your challenge 
is always to reapply Scripture afresh, because God’s purpose is 
always to rescript your life. How can you expand your wisdom 
in personal application? The following four ways are suggested.

1. CONSOLIDATE WHAT YOU HAVE ALREADY 
LEARNED

Assuming that you have listened well to some parts of the Bible, 
consider these personal questions. What chunk of Scripture has 
made the most difference in your life? What verse or passage have 
you turned to most frequently? What makes these exact words 
frequently and immediately relevant? Your answer will likely 
embody four foundational truths about how to read the Bible 
for wise application.

First, this passage becomes your own because you listen. 
You remember what God says. He is saying this to you. You 
need these words. This promise, revelation, or command must 
be true. You must act on this call to faith and love. When you 
forget, you drift, stray, and flounder. When you remember and 
put it to work, bright truth rearranges your life. The foundation 
of application is always attentive listening to what God says.
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Second, the passage and your life become fused. It is not 
simply a passage in the Bible. A specific word from God con-
nects to some pointed struggle inside you and around you. These 
inner and outer troubles express your experience of the dual evil 
that plagues every human heart: sin and confusion from within; 
trouble and beguilement from without (1 Kings 8:37–39; Eccles. 
9:3). But something God says invades your darkness with his 
light. He meets your actual need with his actual mercies. Your 
life and God’s words meet. Application depends on honesty 
about where you need help. Your kind of trouble is everywhere 
in the Bible.

Third, your appropriation of this passage reveals how God 
himself does the applying. He meets you before you meet him. 
The passage arrested you. God arranged your struggle with sin 
and suffering so that you would need this exact help. Without 
God’s initiative (“I will write it on their hearts,” Jer. 31:33) you 
would never make the connection. The Spirit chose to rewrite 
your inner script, pouring God’s love into your heart, inviting 
you to live in a new reality. He awakens your sense of need, gives 
you ears to hear, and freely gives necessary wisdom. Application 
is a gift, because wisdom is a gift.

Fourth, the application of beloved passages is usually quite 
straightforward. God states something in general terms. You 
insert your relevant particulars. For example:

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 
death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me” (Ps. 23:4). What 
troubles are you facing? Who is with you?

“All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every 
one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniq-
uity of us all” (Isa. 53:6). What is your particular way of stray-
ing? How does the Lamb of God connect with your situation?
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“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 
known to God” (Phil. 4:6). With what are you obsessed? What 
promises anchor your plea for help (Phil. 4:5, 7–9)?

Such words speak to common human experiences. A passage 
becomes personal when your details participate in what is said. 
The gap across centuries and between cultures seems almost 
to disappear. Your God is a very present help in trouble—this 
trouble. Application occurs in specifics.

2. LOOK FOR THE DIRECTLY APPLICABLE 
PASSAGES

How do you widen your scope of application? Keep your eye out 
for straightforward passages. Typically they generalize or summa-
rize in some manner, inviting personal appropriation. Consider 
the core promises of God, the joys and sorrows of many psalms, 
the moral divide in many proverbs, the call of many commands, 
the summary comment that interprets a story. As examples of the 
first, Exodus 34:6–7; Numbers 6:24–26; and Deuteronomy 31:6 
state foundational promises that are repeatedly and variously 
applied throughout the rest of Scripture. Pay attention to how 
subsequent scriptures specifically reapply these statements, and 
to how the entire Bible illustrates them. Make such promises part 
of your repertoire of well-pondered truth. They are important 
for a reason. Get a feel for how these words come to a point in 
Jesus Christ and can rescript every life, including yours.

Consider how generalization occurs. In narratives, details 
make the story come to life. But psalms and proverbs adopt the 
opposite strategy. They intentionally flatten out specific refer-
ences, so anyone can identify. David was troubled when he wrote 
Psalm 25—his emotions are clearly felt. But he left his own story 
at the door: “For your name’s sake, O Lord, pardon my guilt, 
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for it is great. . . . Consider my affliction and my trouble, and 
forgive all my sins” (Ps. 25:11, 18). He gives no details. We are 
given a template flexible enough to embrace any one of us. As 
you reapply, your sins and sufferings make Psalm 25 come to life 
as it leads you to mercy.

In matters of obedience, the Bible often proclaims a general 
truth without mentioning any of the multitude of possible appli-
cations. When Jesus says, “You cannot serve God and money” 
(Luke 16:13), he leaves you to puzzle out the forms of money-
worship particular to your personality and your culture. In such 
cases, the Bible speaks in large categories, addressing many dif-
ferent experiences, circumstances, and actions. Sorting out what 
it specifically means is far from being mechanical and automatic, 
but the application process follows a rather direct line.

If you have a favorite Bible passage, it is likely one of these 
parts of Scripture whose application is relatively direct. But our 
experience of immediate relevance can skew our expectations 
for how the rest of God’s revelation applies to our lives.

3. RECOGNIZE THE SORTS OF PASSAGES WHERE 
PERSONAL APPLICATION IS LESS DIRECT

Here is the core dilemma. Most of the Bible does not speak 
directly and personally to you. How do you “apply” the stories 
in Genesis? What about genealogies and census data? Leviticus? 
The life stories of Esther, Job, Samson, or Paul? The distribution 
of land and villages in Joshua? The history of Israel’s decline 
detailed through 1 and 2 Kings? The prophetic woes scorching 
Moab, Philistia, Egypt, and Babylon, fulfilled so long ago? The 
ruminations of Ecclesiastes? The Gospel stories showing Jesus 
in action? The New Testament’s frequent preoccupation with 
Jew-Gentile relations? The apocalyptic images in the Revelation?

The Bible’s stories, histories, and prophecies—even many of 
the commands, teachings, promises, and prayers—take thought-
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ful work in order to reapply with current relevance. If you receive 
them directly—as if they speak directly to you, about you, with 
your issues in view—you will misunderstand and misapply Scrip-
ture. For example, the angel’s command to Joseph, “take the 
child and his mother, and flee to Egypt” (Matt. 2:13), is not a 
command to anyone today to buy a ticket to Egypt! Those who 
attempt to take the entire Bible as if it directly applies today 
end up distorting the Bible. It becomes an omnirelevant magic 
book teeming with private messages and meanings. God does 
not intend that his words function that way.

These passages do apply. But most of the Bible applies dif-
ferently from the passages tilted toward immediate relevance. 
What you read applies by extension and analogy, not directly. 
Less sizzle, but quietly significant. In one sense, such passages 
apply exactly because they are not about you. Understood rightly, 
such passages give a changed perspective. They locate you on a 
bigger stage. They teach you to notice God and other people in 
their own right. They call you to understand yourself within a 
story—many stories—bigger than your personal history and 
immediate concerns. They locate you within a community far 
wider than your immediate network of relationships. And they 
remind you that you are always in God’s presence, under his eye, 
and part of his program.

4. TACKLE THE APPLICATION OF LESS-DIRECT 

PASSAGES

Application is a lifelong process, seeking to expand and deepen 
wisdom. At the simplest level, simply read through the Bible in 
its larger chunks. The cumulative acquisition of wisdom is hard 
to quantify. A sense of what truth means and how truth works 
is overheard as well as heard. But also wrestle to work out the 
implications of specific passages.
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Consider two examples. The first presents an extreme chal-
lenge to personal application: a genealogy or census. These are 
directly irrelevant to your life. Your name is not on the list. The 
reasons for the list disappeared long ago. You gain nothing by 
knowing that “Koz fathered Anub, Zobebah, and the clans of 
Aharhel” (1 Chron. 4:8). But when you learn to listen rightly, such 
lists intend many good things—and each list has a somewhat 
different purpose. Among the things taught are these:

	 •	 The	Lord	writes	down	names	in	his	book	of	life.
	 •	 Families	and	communities	matter	to	him.
	 •	 God	is	faithful	to	his	promises	through	long	history.
	 •	 He	enlists	his	people	as	troops	in	the	redemptive	recon-

quest of a world gone bad.
	 •	 All	the	promises	of	God	find	their	“Yes”	in	Jesus	Christ	

(2 Cor. 1:20).

You “apply” a list of ancient names and numbers by extension, 
not directly. Your love for God grows surer and more intelligent 
when you ponder the kind of thing this is, rather than getting 
lost in the blizzard of names or numbers.

The second example presents a midlevel challenge. Psalms 
are often among the most directly relevant parts of Scripture. But 
what do you do when Psalm 21:1 says, “O Lord, in your strength 
the king rejoices”? The psalm is not talking about you, and it is 
not you talking—not directly. A train of connected truths apply 
this psalm to you, leading you out of yourself.

First, David lived and wrote these words, but Jesus Christ 
most fully lived—is now living, and will finally fulfill—this entire 
psalm. He is the greatest human king singing this song of deliv-
erance; and he is also the divine Lord whose power delivers. We 
know from the perspective of New Testament fulfillment that 
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this psalm is overtly by and about Jesus, not about any particular 
individual.

Second, you participate in the triumph of your King. You 
are caught up in all that the psalm describes, because you are 
in this Christ. So pay attention to his experience, because he 
includes you.

Third, your participation arises not as a solo individual but 
in company with countless brothers and sisters. You most directly 
apply this psalm by joining with fellow believers in a chorus of 
heartfelt gladness: “O Lord . . . we will sing and praise your 
power” (Ps. 21:13). The king’s opening joy in God’s power has 
become his people’s closing joy.

Finally, figuratively, you are also kingly in Christ. In this sense, 
Jesus’s experience of deliverance (the entire psalm) does apply 
to your life. Having walked through the psalm as an expression 
of the exultant triumph of Christ Jesus himself, you may now 
make it your experience too. You could even adapt Psalm 21 into 
the first person, inserting “I/me/my” in place of “the king” and 
“he/him/his.” It would be blasphemous to do that at first. It is 
fully proper and your exceeding joy to do this in the end. This 
is a song in which all heaven will join. As you grasp that your 
brothers and sisters share this same goal, you will love them and 
serve their joy more consistently.

God reveals himself and his purposes throughout Scripture. 
Wise application always starts there.

CONCLUSION
You started by identifying one passage that speaks persistently, 
directly, and relevantly into your life. You have seen how both the 
direct and the indirect passages intend to change you. Learning 
to wisely apply the harder, less relevant passages has a surprising 
benefit. Your whole Bible “applies personally.” This Lord is your 
God; this history is your history; these people are your people; 
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this Savior has brought you in to participate in who he is and 
what he does. Venture out into the remotest regions of Scripture, 
seeking to know and love your God better.

Hopefully, you better understand why your most reliable pas-
sage so changed your life. Ponder those familiar words once more. 
You will notice that they also lift you out of self- preoccupation, 
out of the double evil of sin and misery. God brought his gra-
cious care to you through that passage and rearranged your life. 
You love him who first loved you, so you love his other children. 
And that is how the whole Bible, and each of its parts, applies 
personally.
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