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C O N V E R S A T I O N S  W I T H  G O DL E S T  W E  F O R G E T  /  F O L L O W I N G  T H E  L A M B  W H E R E V E R  H E  G O E S

In spite of the Bible’s clarity on the topic, early 
Adventism had failed to recognize the personhood and 
the full divinity of the Holy Spirit. That would have 
disastrous consequences for the denomination by the 
end of the nineteenth century.

But first we need to recognize that the 1890s saw 
more written about the Holy Spirit and Christ than 
perhaps any decade in Adventist history. That was only 
natural once they began to talk about righteousness by 
faith and the centrality of Christ in salvation. After all, 
if Christ does the saving, then it is important to have 
a Christ adequate for the task. And if the Holy Spirit is 
a key player in the process one should expect to speak 
of His function. It is no accident that discussion of the 
Godhead erupted in Adventism in the 1890s.

But Adventists weren’t the only people then talking 
about the Holy Spirit. The Wesleyan holiness denom-
inations with their emphasis on faith healing and 
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As I pondered my answer, a number of thoughts 
flooded into my mind. Would John judge my spirituality 
by the amount of time I prayed each day? If I prayed 
three hours a day, was I somehow more righteous in his 
mind than if I prayed 15 minutes a day? With that logic, 
if I really wanted to be super-righteous, should I retreat 
from society altogether and spend all of my waking 
moments in prayer? Another real possibility was that 
John would judge his own relationship with God by my 
response. Would he feel guilty because he might not 
spend the same time with God that I did?

 My young friend was really asking a much deeper 
question: “How can I know God? How can I experience 
His presence and power in my life? How can I have a 
meaningful relationship with Him?”

Ellen White put it this way: “Prayer is the opening 
of the heart to God as to a friend. Not that it is neces-
sary in order to make known to God what we are, but 
in order to enable us to receive Him. Prayer does not 
bring God down to us, but brings us up to Him” (Steps to 
Christ, p. 93).

 There are two things especially significant about 
this statement. First, prayer is not necessarily about 
time — it’s about a relationship with a friend:  friends 
spend time together. Consistency in our prayer lives is 
critically important. It is difficult to maintain a close 
relationship with a friend you rarely spend time with. 
Jesus’ life was bathed in prayer (see Mark 1:35; Luke 
5:16). He spent time with His Father. Through prayer 
we enter the very presence of God. Through prayer He 
gives us glimpses of His love, concern, grace, wisdom 
and power.

How Long Do You Pray?

Teenagers have a way of surprising you with their 
questions. John’s penetrating question certainly surprised 
me. “Pastor, how long do you pray?” he asked. “I mean, 
how many hours each day do you spend with God?” 

But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your 
heart to lie to the Holy Spirit…? You have not lied to 
man but to God” (Acts 5:3, 4, RSV).

victorious living emerged during those years, and the 
turn of the new century would see the rise of modern 
Pentecostalism. Both movements had a great deal 
to say about the work of the Spirit in people’s lives 
and in the church. At the other end of the theological 
spectrum, liberal Christians had begun developing 
a renewed interest in such spirit-related theories as 
the immanence of God and the ideas of such Eastern 
religions as Hinduism, with its pantheistic perspective 
that everything that exists is God.

Adventism, with its lack of a correct understand-
ing on such topics, would be deeply affected by the 
movements in the larger religious world. On the one 
hand, at the turn of the century it would have its 
own Pentecostal outbreak in the Holy Flesh move-
ment, which proclaimed that even your missing teeth 
would grow back before Christ returned so that you 
could have perfect flesh. On the other hand, Waggoner 
and J.H. Kellogg would get caught up in Pantheism, 
Waggoner claiming to the General Conference 
sessions of 1897 and 1899, for example, that Christ 
“appeared as a tree” and that “a man can get righ-
teousness in bathing, when he knows where the water 
comes from.”

Talk about confusion.
It is into that context that God led Adventism into 

its next step in the progressive pathway of present 
truth.

God had a message for His people on the Godhead. 
But they needed to study their Bibles to discover it.
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 Second, one of the big challenges in prayer is that 
our minds tend to wander. It is difficult to maintain a 
conversation with someone whom we cannot see and 
who does not verbally respond. But conversations with 
friends go both ways. They speak, we listen; we speak, 
they listen.

 Here is a meaningful way I have attempted to 
overcome this “communication gap” in prayer. Some 
of my most significant times with God have been in the 
quietness of my study, when I’ve knelt with my Bible 
open and poured out my heart to Him. The psalms 
have been a particular inspiration. After praying for a 
few moments, I’ll read a psalm and let God speak to me 
through His Word. The Bible becomes the subject mat-
ter of my prayers. Praying aloud with my Bible open has 
focused my mind on God during my times of devotion. 
Reading a passage of Scripture, meditating on it, and 
praying over it has transformed my devotional life from 
a passive obligation to an active adventure with God.

 Pastor, how long do you pray? My prayer life is not 
measured in minutes or hours; it is determined by my 
relationship with God. The goal of my devotional life is 
to enter the presence of God daily. Each day I want to 
know that I have fellowship with Jesus. On some days I 
spend a longer time with God than others. The critical 
question is not How long have you spent praying today? It 
is Have you met God today? P  

 
Mark A. Finley was editor-at-large of the Adventist Review when this 
article was first published December 9, 2010.
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