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1 Timothy 2:1-4 — First of all, then, I urge that petitions, prayers, intercessions, and 
thanksgivings be made for everyone, for rulers and all who are in high positions, so that we may 
lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity. This is right and acceptable in the 
sight of God our Savior, who desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth. 

Some of you know that before I began seminary, I was living in the country of Jordan. For one 
year, I worked and resided in a boarding school for deaf and deaf-blind children, called the Holy 
Land Institute for the Deaf. I was the only native English speaker at the school, and the students 
there taught me Jordanian Sign Language — a language that I miss speaking to this day. On my 
first day at the school, I shadowed one of its long-time volunteers named Rafael. I followed him 
around in the office, in the classroom, on the school playground, in the dining hall, and finally in 
the boarding house, where the two of us were getting a few dozen boys, ages 6 to 13, ready for 
bed. At around 9:00 at night, Rafael turned to me and said, “We’re going to pray with them 
now.”  

At this point in time, I knew very little about the school’s religious demographic. I knew that the 
school was founded by Arab and European Christians, but I also knew that there were plenty of 
Muslim teachers, and there had to be Muslim students at the school as well. But which ones? 
Who were the Muslims, and who were the Christians? There was no easy way to tell. Was Rafael 
asking me to pray with the Muslim boys too? What would it look like for me, a Christian, to do 
that? And was I personally okay with doing that? In the chaos of the boarding house, there was 
no time to discuss these questions. All I managed to get out was “How do I pray with them?” 
Remember, I knew virtually no Jordanian Sign Language at this point. Rafael looked at me as if I 
had asked a stupid question. “They will teach you how to pray,” he responded.  

And they did. That night, and probably 200 nights thereafter, I would go to the boys’ beds, one at 
a time, and each one would eagerly sit up, so that we were facing each other. Each boy would 
sign his own prayer, and I would mirror his signs in return, and in this way we would pray 
together. It took a week or so for me to begin to understand what exactly we were praying. 
Things like “God, please bless my father and my mother. Please help all the children to learn and 
to be happy in school.” Nearly every prayer I ever prayed with these boys, both the Christians 
and the Muslims, could have been my own prayer at their age. And every prayer I ever prayed 
with them ended with big smiles and big hugs.  

For me, this story is not primarily about theology, not about the relation of different religions; for 
me, this story is primarily about prayer. It’s about how God surprised me by expanding the 
horizons of my prayer life and taught me to pray inclusively. That’s a large part of what this 



morning’s passage from 1 Timothy is about: inclusive prayer. Regardless of our own beliefs 
about who will or who will not be saved, regardless of where each of us draws our own 
theological lines, this passage teaches us that no one is to be left outside the lines of our prayers. 
We are called to pray wide open, if you will.  

Our passage urges that petitions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for everyone. 
Then, there’s a special mention of prayers for political leaders and all those who make big, 
important decisions. The passage gives us two reasons for this: two reasons why we are called to 
pray for everyone, and even for politicians — who weren’t any more popular then than they are 
now. One reason is theological, and the other is more practical and personal. 

Theologically, it’s pretty simple: the passage states that God’s desire is for everyone to be saved. 
God wants all of God’s creatures to come to know and love God, to be indwelled and guided by 
God’s Spirit. This is just another way of saying what gets said throughout the bible: that God 
loves the world, and in Jesus Christ God enters the world and proclaims this message of love — 
not love for a few people or for certain people, but love for all that God has made. The apostle 
John writes that God atones for the sins of the world in Jesus, and the apostle Paul writes that 
God is reconciling the world to God’s self through Jesus. One of the overarching messages of the 
bible is that God’s loving eye is on each individual, and God’s mission is opened wide to 
everyone. So, our prayers are to be likewise wide open. 1 Timothy urges us to pray for everyone, 
to be willing to pray for anyone, and the theological reason that we are given is, simply, God 
loves everyone, and God wants to give life in abundance to all of God’s creatures. Perhaps it’s 
time for us to do some soul-searching, to ask how our own grievances, resentments, or 
antipathies might have brought us out-of-line with God’s all-embracing love. If there are people 
for whom we would hesitate to pray, if there are people for whom we harbor ill-will, then 
perhaps we would do well to pray that God would open us wider.  

There’s a second, less theological reason why we are urged to pray for everyone, including our 
political leaders: “so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity.” 
According to 1 Timothy, when we pray inclusively, and when we pray specifically for our 
politicians, we are helping ourselves lead quiet, peaceable, godly, dignified lives. But how does 
that work exactly? What does 1 Timothy mean by this?  

The experience of persecution in the early church may very well have fueled these words here. 
At various times and places in the first few centuries of our faith, Christians were maligned, 
repressed, and occasionally brutalized. For example, the Roman emperor Nero, who ruled at the 
time of the apostle Paul’s life, viciously persecuted Christians in and around Rome. During this 
era of the Roman empire, every citizen was expected to take an oath of allegiance to Caesar, 
whoever the emperor was, and to affirm that Caesar was “Son of God” — a title that goes back 
to Caesar Augustus, a few decades before Jesus’ birth. Early Christians refused to pledge 
allegiance to the Roman empire, however, for they believed that it conflicted with their 
allegiance to God as revealed in Jesus Christ. And when they refused to take the oath, they would 
say that Jesus, not Caesar, was their “Son of God.”  



This is all part of the context in which 1 Timothy was written. Our passage is saying that if we 
Christians pray for the emperor and for Roman politicians, if we cultivate and exhibit goodwill 
towards them, then we are less likely to be persecuted. So, when our passage commends “a quiet 
and peaceable life,” it’s not talking about a life devoted to personal comfort (we are, after all, still 
called to follow Jesus); rather, it seems to be talking about a life free from persecution. 

At least that’s part of it. But beyond this, I do believe that our passage this morning is inviting us 
to a life of peace — and not just peace in the world or peace with our neighbors, but inner, 
personal peace. In closing this morning, I want to ask, “How would practicing fully inclusive 
prayer — including prayer for our politicians — how would it foster a life of inner peace for 
each of us?” Well, if you’re like me, your serenity is often disrupted by news of certain 
politicians — none of whom can be our “Son of God.” And outside of politics, in our own daily 
lives, we frequently forfeit our inner peace when we see someone do this or hear someone say 
that. What if, in those moments, we tried praying for that person? What if, when our serenity is 
robbed by a word, an action, or a news story, we sought to reclaim it through a short prayer, 
reminding ourselves that God loves this person, just as God loves us? Friends, when 1 Timothy 
urges us to pray for everyone, it is inviting us to find peace in the wide open love of our God. 
May the Spirit help us to open ourselves wide in return and receive it. Amen. 


