
1 
 

LESSON 11  

TIME TO PRAY OR TIME TO ACT? 

IN THIS LESSON  

Learning: After I pray . . . what do I do next?  

Growing: What is the Lord calling me to do today? 

Jesus was a man of intense and frequent prayer. The Gospels have numerous accounts of Him 

withdrawing to pray. Prayer is a thread that ran throughout His life and ministry. The disciples 

were men of prayer, as were members of the early church. When Peter was imprisoned by 

Herod, “constant prayer was offered to God for him by the church” (Acts 12:5). 

The apostle Paul repeatedly stated that we must always be in prayer: “For God is my witness . . . 

that without ceasing I make mention of you always in my prayers” (Romans 1:9). “I thank my 

God upon every remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine making request for you all 

with joy” (Philippians 1:3–4). “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17). 

Prayer is the foundation for all good works, miracles, and spiritual fruitfulness. God desires to 

have a praying people! However, the Bible states there are times when we are not to pray but to 

act. Prayer must never be a substitute for speaking and acting toward others as the Holy Spirit 

desires. We must never hide behind a shield of prayer, saying to God, “I would obey You . . . but 

I’m too busy praying.” Our lives are to be in balance: pray and do. Trust and obey. Hear and 

follow. We are to be active doers of God’s Word (see James 1:22 and John 13:17).  

One of the best examples of this is found in a story told in Joshua 7:1–13. The Lord had just 

given the Israelites a great victory at Jericho, so Joshua sent men to spy out the next target for 

conquest: the city of Ai. It wasn’t nearly the city that Jericho was, yet the Israelites were soundly 

defeated. It was a serious setback that caused grief and fear to fill the Israelite camp. 

1. “Now Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai . . . and spoke to them, saying, ‘Go up and spy out 

the country.’ So the men went up and spied out Ai. And they returned to Joshua and said to him, 

‘Do not let all the people go up, but let about two or three thousand men go up and attack Ai. Do 
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not weary all the people there, for the people of Ai are few’ ” (Joshua 7:2–3). What was the 

Israelites’ attitude as they prepared to attack Ai?  

 

2. There is no record of Joshua inquiring of the Lord before he launched this attack. What might 

have led to this oversight?  

 

 

 

THE CAUSE OF THE DEFEAT 

What was the difference in the approach the Israelites took at Jericho and Ai? First, God gave 

Joshua a mandate to defeat Jericho and promised He would deliver the city to Joshua. 

Furthermore, God gave Joshua the military strategy by which the victory was to be won (see 

Joshua 6). The victory belonged to the Lord, and He received full glory for it. 

God is precise when He gives instructions. He doesn’t deal with generalities. He uses specific 

methods for specific circumstances. Jericho is the only city in the Bible that was taken by the 

Israelites because the priests and the people carried the Ark of the Covenant around it once a day 

for six days and then seven times on the seventh day. God no doubt had a battle plan for Ai, but 

Joshua didn’t wait to receive it. Joshua sent out spies just as he had for Jericho, and when they 

came back with a report that Ai could easily be taken, Joshua dispatched a few thousand men 

without consulting God. He relied solely on prideful human opinion. 

Second, God had commanded the people of Israel to not touch the “accursed things” of Jericho. 

They were to take only vessels made of silver, gold, bronze, or iron for the treasury of the house 

of the Lord and burn the rest. Joshua gave clear instructions to the men of Israel (see Joshua 

6:18). But a man named Achan did not obey. He brought accursed things into the camp, 
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including a beautiful Babylonian garment. He also took 200 shekels of silver and wedges of gold 

for himself. He buried them in the ground inside his tent. 

Had Joshua sought God’s face before moving against Ai, the Lord would probably have revealed 

what Achan had done. The problem could have been resolved before any assault was made on 

Ai. If it had been, the Israelites would undoubtedly have been successful a second time—again, 

without any loss of Israelite life. 

3. When have you moved ahead of God’s plan and acted on your own without guidance from the 

Lord? What was the result?  

 

 

 

4. “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22). What does it 

mean to be a “doer” of the Word? What does this involve?  

 

 

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTION 

When the men of Israel returned in defeat, Joshua turned immediately to prayer. He tore his 

garment (an act of grief) and he fell on his face in humiliation before the Ark of the Covenant. 

All the elders joined him in this act. Joshua basically cried out to God, “Why did You do this?”  

Joshua asked the wrong question . . . though it is a question many of us also ask when trouble 

strikes us. Our first impulse is to blame God for the tragedy that is overwhelming us. The 

appropriate questions to ask are, “What did I do that was wrong? How did I get into this mess? 

What can I do to correct this situation?” Sometimes, we need to change a habit or correct a bad 

attitude. We may need to confront our own sin and error. 
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When Joshua had ceased pouring out his frustration to God, the Lord said, “Get up! Why do you 

lie thus on your face? Israel has sinned, and they have also transgressed My covenant which I 

commanded them” (Joshua 7:10–11). When we go to God in prayer, we must be willing to hear 

what God says. Often, people go to God in prayer, voice their petition, and never stop to hear 

back from God. In fact, they never even give it a thought that God might want to say something 

to them. We must wait when we voice our petitions to hear God’s response. This is especially 

true when we are praying in the aftermath of a defeat. It is also vitally important that we do this 

anytime we find ourselves blaming God for our troubles. We must be willing to listen for His 

explanation—which often is a correction. 

Once the Lord reveals what we need to correct, the time for prayer has ended. There is nothing 

more to be said—no excuses or attempts to justify what we have done. We must accept what the 

Lord says and move to obey Him. Our obedience may include asking Him to forgive us and to 

help us to obey Him. But our actions of obedience must follow quickly. There are usually 

amends to be made or specific actions to be taken that will help right the wrong. 

In Joshua’s case, he rose early the next morning, organized Israel by tribes, and discovered who 

had taken the accursed things. He moved quickly to correct the problem. In fact, he resolved the 

situation before the day ended. After the sin had been cleansed from the camp, the Lord said to 

Joshua, “Do not be afraid, nor be dismayed; take all the people of war with you, and arise, go up 

to Ai. See, I have given into your hand the king of Ai” (Joshua 8:1). When Joshua did as God 

commanded, the people were successful. No Israelite lives were lost, the city was brought to 

desolation, and there was great bounty added to the Israelite camp. 

There are times when we will find it much easier to pray about our sins than to turn our back on 

them. It is easier to pray for another person than do something practical to help that person. It is 

easier to pray for our relationship with another person than to take steps toward reconciliation. It 

is easier to pray about our indebtedness than to curb our spending habits. But at these times, God 

calls us to get up off our knees and deal with the problems that we have created for ourselves. 

Only then will He bless us. 
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5. What question did Joshua ask the Lord after the Israelites suffered this defeat? What did God 

reveal to him was the correct question to ask?  

 

 

 

6. What did God reveal about the Israelites’ defeat? What did the people need to do before God 

gave them victory? How does this principle apply to your prayer life?  

 

 

 

FOUR PRINCIPLES FOR DECIDING WHETHER TO PRAY OR ACT 

The story from Joshua gives us four key principles we can use to test whether we should keep 

praying or start acting. First, there is a time to wait before God in prayer and a time to act. The 

time to wait is when we do not have a clear direction from God to act. Until we know what to do 

regarding a specific circumstance, we should remain in prayer. The time to act is when the Lord 

reveals to us anything that needs to be changed in our lives. Sometimes the change is a new 

behavior that we need to develop or a new step that we are to take. 

Second, blaming God in prayer is a waste of time. Anytime we hold God responsible for our 

troubles, we are in error. God does not do bad things to people. God does good things for people. 

He may have allowed our error to result in something bad in our lives, but He has allowed it so 

we might learn from it, correct the situation, and move forward to greater blessing. He may have 

allowed a tragic circumstance to occur, but He has a plan for good to come from it as we yield 

our lives to Him. 
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Third, when God shows we are in error, we must correct it immediately.  We may need to ask the 

Lord how and when we should take specific actions, especially if someone else is involved, but 

we must take specific steps to correct the error immediately. Certainly we can pray as we take 

those steps—we don’t have to be on our knees or in a secluded place to pray. Our prayers don’t 

cease, but our period of waiting on the Lord should end at the moment that God reveals what we 

are to do. No excuses, and no delays. 

Fourth, we can’t substitute prayer for action. We should not compound our errors by thinking 

we can “pray the problem away.” If God has revealed an error, it will not be resolved solely by 

prayer. His command to us is, “Deal with this!” We may not be able to achieve full 

reconciliation, arrive at a total solution, or meet the entirety of need through one action. We may 

need to deal with the problem, and then deal further with the problem, and then deal even further 

with the problem. Most problems are not created in a day or resolved in a day. Our prayer as we 

deal with the situation is to be constant: “Lord, give me courage to do this, give me wisdom to 

know how to do this, give me strength to persist in doing this.” This kind of prayer complements 

our action. It is not a substitute for action. 

God requires us to take initiative. We must have a zeal for doing what is right if His work in us is 

going to continue and if His kingdom is going to continue to be expanded. He asks us to pray so 

that He can guide our initiative, but He expects us to work, speak, exert, give, share—to do. If 

we fail to deal with a problem after God reveals it to us, we are cheating ourselves of future 

success. The roadblock to our success doesn’t disappear. It remains until we attend to it. How 

much better to act on it quickly than to delay or to deny that the roadblock exists! 

7. “Show me Your ways, O LORD; teach me Your paths. Lead me in Your truth and teach me, 

for You are the God of my salvation; on You I wait all the day” (Psalm 25:4–5). How does the 

Lord show us His ways and teach us His paths? Be specific.  
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8. Notice the metaphors in these verses: “paths,” “ways,” “lead me.” What do each of these 

words and phrases suggest concerning praying and doing? 

 

 

A LIFE OF PRAYER 

When we act on the problems the Lord reveals to us, we take one step closer to realizing the full 

potential that God has placed within us. We come closer to receiving more of the abundant 

blessings He has for us. We grow deeper in our relationship with Him, for we experience anew 

His mercy and loving forgiveness. We also have greater insight into the righteousness, justice, 

and perfection of God. We see with renewed insight the glory that belongs to God alone. 

God repeatedly calls His people to come to Him. We first come to Him when we recognize our 

sinfulness, casting ourselves on His mercy to forgive us and impart His Holy Spirit.  Daily we are 

to come to Him for guidance in making choices and decisions, for forgiveness for our sins, for 

correction and teaching, for deliverance from evil, and to voice our petitions for protection and 

provision. On a daily basis, the Holy Spirit imparts the ability to live godly lives. 

Our relationship with our heavenly Father grows and deepens as we enter into a life of daily 

prayer. We can devise no other means to this growth through our own strength and ability. God 

has made no other provision for it. Prayer is the means to intimacy with God. The most 

important lessons about prayer that you can ever learn are learned by praying. 

So I encourage you today to renew your commitment to talk with God on a daily basis. Listen 

closely to Him. Hear His thoughts and plans for you. These are thoughts and plans for your good. 

Delight in your relationship with the Lord. For He delights in you. 

9. “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and depart from evil. It will be health to 

your flesh, and strength to your bones” (Proverbs 3:7–8). What does it mean to be “wise in your 

own eyes”? How is this avoided?  
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10. Why is it necessary to avoid being wise in your own eyes in order to understand the Lord’s 

direction in life?  

TODAY AND TOMORROW 

Today: The Lord wants me to pray and to do—to be living in obedience to His Word. 

Tomorrow: I will ask the Lord specifically what action He wants me to take this week. 

CLOSING PRAYER  

Heavenly Father, sometimes when we seek You in prayer . . . we overlook the fact You have 

already instructed us on what to do. At these times, help us to receive Your blessings by getting 

up from our knees and dealing with the situation head-on. We recognize today that praying 

involves initiative. Let us take that initiative when You’ve called us to move and recognize Your 

guidance as a gentle encouragement to lift us up, to build us up, and to help shape us into the 

likeness of Christ. We want to always be moving forward in our relationship with You. 

NOTES AND PRAYER REQUESTS  

Use this space to write any key points, questions, or prayer requests from this week’s study.  

 

 

 

 


