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“GREATER EXPECTATIONS”- Talk 1, Ash Wednesday February 16 

Welcome to this, the first of our Lent series talks on the theme of “Greater Expectations.” 

Perhaps I should unpack that title a bit. Our aim for this term, in pursuance of one of our “Five 

Goals for Five Years”, is to encourage people to become more familiar with their Bible, and 

through that to grow in their prayer life. That lies behind our Motto Text for this year “Trust in 

the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding: in all your ways 

acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight.” It was also the theme of our Parish 

AwayDay in January with Mike Gilbertson, on the theme of “How to read the Bible for all its 

worth” and those of you who came on that will find some common ground between Mike’s 

teaching and what I’ll be saying. 

Now at first blush opening up the Bible and the path to prayer are challenging tasks. Many 

people find the Bible difficult, even intimidating- it’s a collection of books written two 

thousand years ago and more, quite hard to get into, what should you expect from it. Many 

people also find prayer difficult- what can you say, why are you saying it, what sort of outcome 

can you expect. Our hope in these sessions is to give you some guides and pointers on both 

those questions- but I do start with a warning: if you are someone who find the Bible demanding 

and prayer a challenge, then you are joining me in that club! But then take heart- if the Bible 

and prayer are to be worthwhile, then like any other worthwhile activity it takes effort and 

understanding, even some sacrifice. 

Reading the Bible and prayer should both be great experiences, because through them we are 

coming closer to the living God, the creator of the universe, and that really should be something 

awesome and challenging- these talks owe a lot to a book by Tim Kellner called “Prayer- 

Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God.” We want you to have greater expectations of what 

can come from the Bible and prayer by making that effort, finding how rewarding both can be, 

especially when reading your Bible is directly linked into your prayer life. 

So let’s start with a bit about the Bible, and some suggestions on how you can make reading it 

much more satisfying and enjoyable. When Mike Gilbertson spoke on this, he used the 

illustration of a recent initiative by Michael Gove, when Secretary of State for Education, to 

present a Bible to every school in the country. Very commendable. The version chosen was the 

King James, the Authorized version- again, at one level very commendable, because that has 

so much poetry in it and familiar phrases- “through a glass darkly”, “vanity of vanities, all is 

vanity”, “the scales fell from his eyes” that, with Shakespeare’s plays, have had such a 

formative effect on our heritage, our language, our culture. But it’s not the language of every 

day conversation: that may be a good thing, as we want the Bible to stand out as really special. 

However, on the other hand, ideally the Bible must also be readily accessible to all. 

And that illustrates something very important about the Bible. It is not the unchanging and 

unchangeable voice of God dictated to those who wrote it, which is what is believed of the 

Koran, that Mohamed was simply a scribe copying down what God dictated; indeed, strictly 

you ought only to read the Koran in the original Arabic (because that was what God spoke; that 

foundational belief in the Koran is one of the drawbacks of modern Islamic scholarship, it has 

crippled proper critical study of the Koran, which in truth was probably written and edited over 

a number of years from a variety of sources. It restricts it being constructively applied to our 

modern world, ISIS and too many others use it to lock Islam back into the 7th century.) But 

equally the Bible is not just a collection of ancient texts which have been treated in the past 

with special reverence, and now in the light of modern scholarship are just that, texts to be read 

for any historical or moral worth they might still have. 

The Bible is very much more complex than that, and there are various stages to understanding 

it. Each book was written by at least one person, I’m of the school that accepts that in most 

cases- like the Gospels or Epistles or most of the prophets like Jeremiah or Amos or Hosea- 
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written by the person to whom it is attributed. However in some cases textual analysis leaves 

the question more open, it can be argued persuasively that there was only one writer of Isaiah, 

but other commentators suggest it’s a compilation from a “school of Isaiah” over a number of 

years.  

But behind that there is a much more foundational feature, that all the people who wrote these 

books were inspired by the Holy Spirit- yes, the individual writer really comes across, you 

think of Paul in 2 Corinthians detailing his sufferings, or looking ahead to his end in the second 

letter to Timothy; or Amos the sheep farmer from Tekoa, or Hosea with his challenging 

personal life, deliberately marrying an adulterous wife. But what they wrote was guided and 

inspired by the Holy Spirit- we really are hearing the voice of God through the ideas and 

thoughts and words he gave these writers.  

But we’ve then got to acknowledge that many hands have been involved over the centuries 

since- editors who put together various collections of books and established the Canon, scribes 

who copied them and made occasional mistakes or added their own embellishments, translators 

who went from Hebrew or Aramaic to Greek and Latin, and eventually into contemporary 

languages, using words as close to the original as they could. Even then, there are still different 

versions, we use the NIV, the standard in many other Anglican churches is the New Revised 

Standard Version, linguistically more accurate but less poetic, there’s The Message, very much 

everyday language, the Good News Bible with a deliberately limited vocabulary like a popular 

newspaper- lots of translations. 

Sadly, again to borrow an illustration from Mike Gilbertson, for many people the Bible is a 

small presentation volume, with a tiny print size that makes it hard to read, and probably the 

traditional King James: the result is visually and linguistically difficult to follow and 

understand, and the likelihood for many is that it lies forgotten in a bedside cabinet drawer- or 

gathering dust as shown on the cover of this month’s Spotlight. My advice to you would be to 

make sure you’ve got a Bible in a good size with good clear print; make sure it is a modern 

translation; and, I would strongly suggest, buy one with chapter introductions, footnotes and 

explanations, the NIV Study Bible or the Life Applications Bible- the Introduction to each 

book will help set the context, tell you about the author and their concerns, introduce the big 

themes; the footnotes will help explain some of the more obscure points. They are not cheap, 

but it is worth the expense- or asking for one as a birthday or Christmas present! 

But once you’ve got the Bible open there in front of you, that means there are now two more 

people involved in reading it. There’s you, and you will be bringing to it all your own 

experience, understanding, what has shaped your life and how you approach the text. It’s quite 

clear listening to two different preachers speaking to the same text how radically different their 

understandings of those verses can be, if you hear Peter or James at 9.00, me or Jane at 1045 

you are likely to hear common big themes- but there can be widely differing understandings 

and applications. It’s also clear that our understanding of the Bible moves forward as our 

understanding of the world and of people develops: no-one would now use Psalm 19 to argue 

the sun goes round the earth, as the Church did in Galileo’s day; no-one would use Paul’s First 

Letter to Timothy now to justify slavery; and of course the understanding of women in church 

and ministry has changed radically over recent years. 

But in all cases, whether as preacher or reader, the prayer is that the reading and understanding 

are going to be guided by the Holy Spirit, who was there inspiring the original writer, shaping 

the work of editors, scribes and translators;  with us there now, opening its meaning to us and 

for us. And so as we read, we must reflect, so that our hearts and minds open for what God is 

saying to us. 

I will add a couple of other practical suggestions for when you are reading the Bible. Try to 

make sure you’re comfy, both physically and mentally- maybe in a favourite chair; not fretting 

over something cooking on the stove or some task waiting to be done, try and ensure you can 
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fully focus. Try to make sure you won’t be disturbed, by partner or children or the phone- I 

long since got into the habit of getting up earlier in the morning, to use the time over the first 

cup of tea before the rest of the family started their daily routines. Some people do leave it till 

the end of the day- but by then I’d be too tired and ready for sleep. And don’t try and read too 

much at once: one guide compares the Bible to a liqueur, to be sipped, rather than a pint of beer 

or mug of tea, to be gulped down! 

But once all those practicalities are in place, what then, and why? Well, as you’ll know, at the 

end of every reading in church services the reader says “This is the Word of the Lord”. And 

that’s our starting point: God is speaking to us through his Word in the Bible. God 

communicates through words- the Bible begins, in the Book of Genesis, with “And God said, 

‘Let there be light’- and there was light.’” Yes, God communicates with us in other ways, “The 

heavens declare the glory of God”, in the wonders of creation; we can sense his presence with 

us in special places- for me when out walking, especially in the countryside; through music, 

through great art; but above all in words, the words that may take shape in our heads as we read 

the Bible and seek to come to him in prayer. And the Bible is giving us the vocabulary and the 

thought structures- if you want to speak French with a French person, you need the vocabulary 

and the grammar. Similarly, it helps to know and understand some of the special words around 

God, around the Bible- mercy, holiness, judgement, grace, sacrifice, salvation, redemption; 

above all love in its truest sense. I’m worried when I do a funeral, especially if there are younger 

people there, that when I talk about “the resurrection” or about “eternal life”- or even about 

“sin”- those are terms that they aren’t familiar with, they don’t have the vocabulary. 

And that familiarity with the words is important for two reasons. The first is that the God we 

worship is a very personal God. He is not some remote impassive being, who set up the 

universe, wound it up like a clock, and then walked away from it- no, he’s right here, right up 

close and personal, Paul tells us of the God “in whom we live and move and have our being”; 

or Psalm 139 “Lord, you have searched me out and known me; you know my sitting down and 

my rising up, you discern my thoughts from afar…you yourself created my inmost parts, you 

knit me together in my mother’s womb.” We can come very close to God if we allow ourselves 

to do so: he is always right there for us, the only ones who can shut him out are we ourselves, 

if we turn our backs on him: even then, he is ever ready to welcome us back with open arms, 

no matter what… 

And the second reason is that in reading the Bible we have the opportunity to hear God speak. 

In a conversation it’s best to start by listening, to hear what’s being said to you and try to 

understand it; listen first before answering, to make sure you are on the same wavelength as 

the person speaking to you. In the Bible, as we read with our hearts open to the Holy Spirit, we 

can hear God speaking to us in different ways: the challenge is to master the vocabulary and 

the processes so that we can get to grips with what God wants to us to hear, what we can say 

in response, and how that helps shape our lives As we heard when we started this in the 

preaching on January 10th, the theme of “The book that grows us”, from 2 Timothy, “All 

Scripture is God-breathed”- pick up the themes there of the Holy Spirit, and of speaking in 

words- “and is useful in teaching, rebuking, correcting and training.” And just to repeat a point 

made with some force on 10th January- that teaching, rebuking, correcting and training is 

directed at us, at you and me personally: it’s not about taking someone else to task with a few 

carefully chosen proof texts, it’s about asking ourselves, what is there that I must learn from 

this!  

And that brings me to the second part of this introduction, prayer. A couple of starting points. 

People can be very tentative about prayer because they might think, I don’t want to let God in 

on what I’ve been thinking or doing; or else he’s so big and remote and holy, what have my 

little concerns got to do with him, why should I bother him. Philip Yancy, in his book on Prayer, 

uses the illustration of being on a high mountain and looking down on the climbers below, just 
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tiny dots- but each real and visible, a human being- God looks down and sees and knows each 

and every one of us, remember those verses I quoted from Psalm 139. And as for what we 

might be thinking: I remember a clergy quiet day at The Longcroft some years ago, the retreat 

leader asked us to go away and reflect on the question “What do you think God sees when he 

looks down on you?” My first reaction was to think, I do wish you hadn’t asked that question, 

do I really want to know the answer! But then I reflected, God knows me inside out, I hope 

what he sees is a faltering believer doing what he can to grow in faith; full of faults but trying 

to do better; trusting in God’s love and mercy to see me through. I don’t want that to sound 

complacent, it’s anything but- but it helps set the scene for how we can relate to God in prayer. 

That brings me to a secular parallel. Some of you may have heard about the Five Levels of 

Conversation: Paddy and I used this in marriage preparation days, reminding couples that one 

of the most important parts of keeping their relationship fresh and alive is talking to each other- 

and keeping on talking, and keeping on listening!  

The first level of communication is the banal, the commonplace- “Hi there, you OK?”; 

“Thanks; have a good day.” The second level is seeking the factual- “What’s the time, how 

much does that cost, is it raining”- just seeking information, but with no feelings or in-depth 

thought required. The third level, though, is starting to bring those in, when we express our 

opinions, our feelings, our views- things that have shaped us and make us individual. This is 

the point at which differences often arise, sometimes termed “the wall of conflict”: this where 

you have to start to be ready to seek reconciliation or common ground, or at least graciously 

agree to differ. The fourth level is when you go through this wall, and can start to really share 

your feelings, your fears, your hopes, your dreams: this is the level of real openness and true 

honesty, a level you are probably only going to reach with a few people, close family, closest 

friends. 

But then the fifth level is the deepest of all, where you are really baring your soul, sharing your 

deepest needs, greatest regrets, wildest dreams, greatest doubts and worries: it is probably a 

level only reached with your nearest and dearest, your husband or wife; maybe a parent if the 

relationship is exceptionally close; maybe a soul-friend in whom you can confide absolutely 

everything. This is the level illustrated in Genesis, Adam and Eve before the Fall, “The man 

and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” And, of course, as well as naked before 

each other they were also naked before God; only when they had fallen for the serpent’s wiles 

did they try to hide and were aware of their nakedness and tried to cover it. But there’s nowhere 

to hide from God, or conceal anything from him- Psalm 139 again, “Where can I go from your 

Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there. If I make 

my bed in the depths, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning, if I settle on the far side 

of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand hold me fast.” 

This is the level we really should strive to be at with God: we can and should be fully open to 

him- in those familiar words of the Collect for Purity, “Almighty God, unto whom all hearts 

be open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid; cleanse the thoughts of our 

hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love thee, and worthily 

magnify thy Holy Name…” Not a bad starting point for prayer. 

But then to some of the challenging questions of prayer, what do I say, why do I do it, what 

can I expect- and why do the answers sometimes seem so different from what I hope for? We’ll 

explore those in more depth during this course- but the starting point has simply to be trying to 

build that personal relationship with God, that fellowship with him, that drawing close in awe 

and intimacy- not a shopping list of needs of ourselves or others or the world around us. One 

commentator called it “Adoring communication.” That’s why it’s worth starting with the Bible, 

and in my second talk later this afternoon I’ll say a bit more about that. And the aim should be 

through prayer to find out more about God and his overall purposes for us, and to grow in 

understanding of ourselves and of the person God wants us to be. To quote Kellner, “Prayer is 
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learning who you are before God.” As we read a Bible passage carefully, in the way I’ll suggest 

later, it should hold up a mirror to us, to make us think about ourselves and what we are trying 

to do and be and what we are bringing to God in prayer. What we seek, to quote Jim Packer, is 

to “Lay before God, as part of our reason for prayer, why we think what we are asking for is 

for the best.” And if that doesn’t seem to be happening, are we are asking for the right thing? 

Are we not listening to God? It is quite permissible to argue with God, to say that might seem 

to be what you want, it doesn’t seem right to me, am I missing the point, do I need to keep on 

working at this?  

I also believe it is perfectly acceptable to be angry with God, to bring all our pain and sorrow 

and hurt to him: it is a truism to say he is big enough to take it, going back to my fifth level of 

communication this is the very depths of our being, absolute openness and honesty before God 

including our grief and our pain, our anger and hurt, our questions and disappointments. And 

everything we might experience of hope, pain, betrayal, despair- all of those Jesus knows to 

the full, he knows just where we are coming from. And so as we do that, we can hope to find 

God responding in his love, his mercy, pouring down his grace on us, showing us something 

more of the path ahead, showing us something more of ourselves so that we can continue to 

grow into the person he really wants us to be- trusting that, as Paul puts it in Romans, “we 

know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 

according to his purpose.” 

We’re going to stop now so you have some time to think about what I’ve said, and then talk 

about it amongst yourselves, in small groups with those around you. First, though, time for you 

to ask any questions you might have, I’ll do my best to answer; then I’ll put some questions up 

on the screen for you to think about, first for a time privately on your own, then for a time in 

those small groups. Then another session of teaching, more practical to prepare us for the 

other four sessions and enrich your Bible reading and Prayer Life in the future. 

 

 

QUESTIONS: 

What do you understand the Bible to be? 

What challenges do you find in trying to read it? 

How easy/ difficult do you find it to pray? What resources do you use? 

When God looks down on you from Heaven, what do you think he sees? 

 

Part 2. 

I’m now going to offer some outline thoughts on the Bible and approaches to Prayer, that I 

hope will be shaping the next four sessions. 

The Bible is not of course just one book- we have it in one volume, for completeness, but in 

reality it is a library, 39 books in the Old Testament, 27 in the New, 66 books in all. The books 

can very broadly be broken down into different categories, and that can be helpful to us in 

understanding a particular book and how it fits into the grand scheme of things- which is of 

course a complete story, of God’s relationship with his people, the story is an entirety which 

continues in and through us today. 

The opening books, from Genesis through Exodus and Kings and on to Esther, are historical: 

very important in all they show of God, his character and nature are increasingly revealed 

through them, some of his most significant and enduring qualities: his holiness, his steadfast 

love, his commitment to his covenant people even when they are faithless to him. How totally 

accurate they are in historical terms is hard to tell in places, particularly the further back you 

go, squaring what is there with scientific, archaeological evidence gathered since: you know I 

consider the early chapters of Genesis far more important in telling us the why and who of 

creation and the forming of man’s relationship with the Creator and the creation than as a literal 
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account of how it happened, I find them quite consistent with modern cosmology and the other 

sciences.  

It is also important to read these books in their historical context- Leviticus, for instance, in its 

detailed regulations counters the abominations of the pagan tribes around the people of Israel, 

and is a basic guide to hygiene and medicine, it is the underlying principles of purity, fidelity, 

regard for others we’d now look for. And what about Deuteronomy 7, “When the Lord your 

God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and drives out before you many 

nations… then you must destroy them utterly…and show them no mercy. Do not leave alive 

anything that breathes. Completely destroy them…as the Lord your God has commanded you.” 

A command to genocide on the Canaanites. Very much of its time and context: we’d see that 

today through the teachings of our Lord Jesus. I’m not saying anything more about the 

histories; do read them for what they show of God and his developing relationship with his 

people, and also for the giant characters who people them- Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Jacob, 

Moses, David, Solomon, Nehemiah, Esther- we can learn so much from them about how to be 

before God, but time is against us in this Lent course 

Then come the Psalms, which we’ll be looking at in our next session, this was the hymn book 

of the Jewish people, Jesus will have known them all by heart without question. They contain 

some of the most wonderful and expressive poetry that can speak deep into our heart, our soul, 

our minds. Then comes the Wisdom literature, I’m putting Job in with Proverbs, Ecclesiastes 

and Song of Songs- profound reflections on the human condition, despair and suffering, love 

and joy, guides to daily living and what will make for a good life. I’ll look at that in another 

session with the Prophets, the towering figures who for over 400 years, described in the 

histories, spoke into those times, the voice of God warning and striving to guide his people- 

again, as we’re finding now in our evening series on Amos, still with very much to say into our 

world today. 

From the prophets we move to the New Testament, to the Gospels, the accounts of the life and 

teaching of our Lord Jesus. Those are the four books we really should know best, since it is of 

course in Jesus that we most see God, as he himself said “Anyone who has seen me has seen 

the Father”, to quote Kellner “Jesus Christ is the Word of God (John 1:1-14) because no more 

comprehensive, personal and beautiful communication with God is possible. We cannot look 

directly at the sun with our eyes. The glory of it would immediately overwhelm and destroy 

our sight. We have to look at it through a filter, and then we can see the great flames and colours 

of it. When we look at Jesus Christ…we are looking at the glory of God through the filter of a 

human nature.” As Hebrews tells us in its opening chapter “The Son is the radiance of God’s 

glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.” 

And our final session will look at the Epistles, the hammering out by Paul, John, James, Peter 

and the writer of Hebrews of just what the life and teachings of our Lord Jesus mean for our 

world, then and today, wonderful teaching on salvation by grace, on the hope of eternal life, of 

God’s love and forgiveness and compassion. As with the histories, in places they must be read 

in their context, Paul’s comments about Cretans, or even more his Second Letter to Timothy, 

when he’s cold, lonely, deserted, facing death- in places you feel he is offloading to Timothy, 

as I might to Siru after a hard day with the church! But there we get the sublime insight I quoted 

earlier, “All Scripture is God breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness, so that the people of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good 

work.” 

And so: how can you read the Bible for all its worth? Ideally, try and read it all, and not just 

once but over again. There is a One Year Bible that helps with that, I did that once; alternatively 

just use the Lectionary at the beginning of the Book of Common Prayer, in which Cranmer 

aimed to take the reader during the course of the year once through the Old Testament and 

three times through the New. Another approach, if you have the Internet, is the McCheyne 



7 
 

pattern, prepared in 19th century America, to read through the Old Testament once and the New 

Testament and Psalms twice during the year. It helps to have a commentary- you’ll be familiar 

with Daily Bread and the like; for those who use a tablet or mobile with the Bible on it, there 

are lots of apps and sites to help, we’ll put a list with these notes. 

But don’t just read it: let it lead you into prayer, into your response to hearing God’s Word. 

What follows has lots in common with what Mike Gilbertson did with us on the AwayDay, 

we’ll go into it in more depth in the next four sessions, which is also when we’ll look at some 

questions like why does it feel no-one’s listening, why is my faith at such a low ebb, is there 

even anyone out there to hear?  

As you pray, again make sure you are comfy and will be undisturbed; you might like to light a 

candle as a reminder that this is a special time and to serve as a reminder of Jesus, the light of 

the world. Once you’ve read your Bible passage or passages for the day, maybe with the help 

of a commentary or notes, try the following stages of prayer: having a notebook to hand can be 

a great help. 

Read the passage through carefully and highlight any words or phrases that really strike you. 

Think about them, and let them sink into your mind; this is a form of meditation, asking God 

to speak to you through his Word. 

Give thanks and praise to God for all his goodness towards you. It is vital that we come before 

God in praise and worship, for his holiness, his glory, his steadfast love; his gifts of creation, 

life, family; above all his sending our Lord Jesus into our world and into our lives. Try to be 

positive in this stage of prayer. 

Ask if there are uncomfortable questions raised about how you are with yourself or others. This 

is a modest form of Confession, which we should practice every day, not just on Sundays- it 

helps us look at our behaviour with others and amend our ways; it can be mentally and 

physically beneficial, not brooding over past wrongs or failings, but knowing ourselves 

forgiven by God and right with him: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and 

the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins 

and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (I John 1:8,9) 

Bring before God particular things on your heart- “Petition”. This is the opportunity to bring 

before God issues the reading may have raised with you for your own discipleship, in your life, 

where you might be looking for answers; the lives and needs of others; the needs of the world. 

It may also include issues raised for you during the time of thanks and praise, the trials and 

difficulties you are going through that inhibit that praise, where you are looking for comfort. 

Contemplation- taking time to just be quiet and calm before God, listening to him, stilling your 

restless heart. This is very important, just waiting to hear that small still voice of calm, finding 

God in the silence of our hearts, the insights he may have for us, the peace he can give us. 

An important proviso. There can well be other places or times to pray: some people find the 

journey to work a good opportunity; for me, it is as I walk around the parish; Brother Lawrence 

teaches us to pray whilst we are cooking or doing the dishes… 

That’s all I have to say for now: we’ll have a few minutes of silence for you to reflect on 

anything you’ve heard, then a short time of open prayer before we disperse. These notes are 

on the web-site; e-mailed to you if you’ve asked; hard copies, again if you’ve asked. 


