How To Pray

Bill Hybels underscored the importance of prayer when he wrote a book entitled, “Too Busy Not To Pray.”  Someone once underscored the consequences of not praying with this observation, “You can’t force God to do anything He doesn’t want to do.  But you can prevent Him from doing what He does want to do.”  In other words, there are some things God wants to do in your life, and in your orbit, that He will do only if you pray. 

But important as prayer is, most of us find prayer to be a challenge.  Some people say they’re too busy to pray, and can’t find the time.  Others say there are too many distractions in their life to pray.  Still others say they don’t know what to say when they pray. In Matthew 6:5-15, Jesus lays out a series of prayer principles we will find helpful in developing a meaningful prayer life.

The Command to Pray
Jesus says in v5, “And when you pray…”  Notice Jesus doesn’t say, “if you pray.” He says “when,” because He is assuming that prayer is a reality in the life of His followers. Prayer is a command, and a responsibility for a follower of Jesus.  It’s not optional.  To not pray is sin.  Samuel said, “Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord in ceasing to pray for you” (1 Samuel 12:23).  We are in a relationship with God. And relationship is dependent on communication.  God is responsible for the breadth of our ministry.  But we are responsible for the depth of our relationship with Him. 
The Motive for Prayer 

Jesus then cautions about praying with wrong motives.  He says, “when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites…”v5.  He’s talking about the religious leaders who used prayer as an opportunity to show off.  He says, “They love to pray… to be seen by men” (v5).  Their prayers were fake. The proper motive for prayer is to pray with a sincere heart, and a desire to communicate with the Lord.  When praying in a group, it’s important to not be too concerned about what others will think of your prayer, because you’re praying for God’s ears, no one else’s.  Prayer is an expression of communication.  Every relationship is built on communication.  Real, authentic communication.  Can you imagine how phony a relationship would be, if the communication was fake, and pretense?  Prayer with God should be real, and spontaneous, like a conversation between two people in love with one another.
The Plan for Prayer 

While prayer is often spontaneous, for prayer to be a significant element of your life it should also be intentional and planned.   Jesus was speaking about this planned prayer when he said, “when you pray, go into your room…and shut the door…” (v6a).  There are two principles involved in a planned prayer time.  First, we need to find a private place to pray.  That’s the idea behind Jesus’ words to “go into your room and shut the door.”  That’s where you find privacy and freedom from distraction.         

Then, second, you need to find a time in your day to go into this private place to pray, either early in the morning, or perhaps midday, after work, or last thing at night.  Usually, whatever works best for you is best.  Some of us are morning persons, others are night hawks. Jesus prayed at all times of the day, sometimes early morning, sometimes at night, sometimes all night.  David, in the Psalms, said, “Early will I seek Thee.”  When you establish a time and a place to pray, the likelihood of establishing a consistent prayer time, will dramatically increase.  The time you spend in this planned prayer time is up to you.  Look at this time like a spiritual gas station, which you pull into once a day to fill up your spiritual gas tank. If this time is new to you, then start with what you can manage.  Better to start small and build up some successes, rather than to bite off more than you can chew, and get discouraged and quit.  Consider Jesus’ words as a goal to work towards, when the disciples slept while He prayed.  “Could you not watch with me one hour?” (Matthew 26:40).  
Obviously, Jesus is not restricting prayer to this private, closed door type of prayer. Prayer should also be practiced throughout the day.  Paul said, “Pray without ceasing.”  Jesus’ presence is with you 24/7.  You can talk to Him anytime, in the car, on the subway, in the classroom, or at your desk.  But all this prayer should be build on the foundation of an extended, uninterrupted, scheduled time for prayer.     

The Focus of Prayer 

Jesus then talks about the focus of our prayers.  He says, “pray to your Father…” (v6b, 8).  See the intimacy of this relationship.  Nowhere in the Old Testament is God referred to as “Father.”  It’s Jesus who reveals this quality of the Fatherhood of God.  Jesus goes so far as to call Him, “Abba,” which is an even more affectionate term, meaning “daddy.”  Notice He says, “Your Father.”  He is our personal Father.  He knows us intimately.  He has the characteristics of any wise, loving, protective, gracious human father-to perfection.  Jesus said, “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven, give good things to those who ask Him” (Matthew 7:11).  That’s the manner in which we should approach God in prayer, as our Father.  We can talk to Him about anything that is on our heart, just the way a child can approach a wise, good and gracious earthly father.        
The Expectation of Prayer 
Because we are praying to our Father, we should

approach Him with expectant hearts.  Jesus says, ”And
your Heavenly Father… will reward you openly” (v6c).
Our Father hears our prayers, because He cares about
 us.  David says, in Psalm 40:1, “I

waited patiently for the Lord, and He turned to me, and

heard my cry.”  Notice God turns, then hears the cry.  He
turned before the cry was even uttered, because He
knew it was coming.  We can pray expectantly, because

we know that God hears our prayers, and that He will
reward our faithfulness. That doesn’t necessarily mean
that He will always give us what we pray for, but He will

reward our faithfulness, which is enough of a promise to
warrant our expectation.  In other words, when God says

He will reward, it doesn’t really matter what form the
reward takes, so long as it’s a reward from the Father.    
The Thoughtfulness of Prayer 
Because we are praying to the Father, the communication should be as meaningful as that of a child talking with their earthly father.  A child wouldn’t speak to their father in a stain glass voice, from a memorized, formulaic script.  And neither should we. Jesus says, “when you pray, do not use vain repetitions…” v7).  Prayer should be a thoughtful, meaningful conversation.  Merely reciting the same mantra, like a rosary, or even a thoughtless rendition of the Lord’s prayer, would be an example of the vain repetition Jesus is talking about.  Some traditions even use the Lord’s prayer as a form of penance, by asking penitent sinners to recite the Lord’s prayer multiple times, and the worse the sin, the more the recitations.  Prayer is never to be vain repetition. 
The Model For Prayer 
Jesus recognizes the challenge of knowing what to say when we pray.  In fact, the disciples, on one occasion asked Jesus to teach them to pray.  It seems that most of us struggle with this matter of knowing just how to pray.  So Jesus continues with an example of how to pray. He says,  “In this manner, therefore, pray…” (v9-14). Then He provides this beautiful model for prayer, that is known the world over, as the Lord’s Prayer.  It’s actually, more accurate to call it the Disciples’ Prayer.  Because Jesus gave it as an example for us.  The real Lord’s Prayer is the one that’s recorded in John 17. 
The Disciples’ prayer was never intended to be recited verbatim, and certainly not multiple times.  It’s purpose was to show the various themes that prayer should include.  In this model for prayer, we will see six themes that prayer should include.
1. Worship 
The first theme in the prayer focuses on the Father, and His holiness.  “Our Father in heaven, Hallowed be Your Name…” (v9b). So the first theme in our prayer should be concerned with worship, and adoration.  It’s helpful at this point to read some of the worship Psalms in a spirit of prayer, such as Ps.95,96,98,100.  Another helpful way to worship is to sing worship and praise songs, or to read worship hymns from a hymn book.  The idea here is to tell God how much you love Him, and to focus on His Character and His works.      
2. Surrender

Prayer is really about us lining up our heart with God’s agenda.  It’s not primarily about me telling God what I want, it’s about finding out what God wants to do in and through me.  C.S. Lewis said, “Prayer does not so much change things, as it changes me.” The next part of the prayer says, “Your Kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  God’s will is done perfectly in heaven, and so Jesus is calling us to pray for God’s will to be done perfectly also on earth. Prayer is a matter of bending and surrendering our agendas, desires, and ambitions to His program and plan for us.  Jesus said it this way in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Not my will, but Thine be done.”  So, in this prayer movement, you want to do a heart check, and freshly surrender your life and plans to Him, including your marriage, your job, your finances, your attitudes, kids, words, and relationships. 
3. Requests

This is the prayer theme we are most familiar with.  Making requests.  Jesus said in the next theme in the prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread” (v11).  Bread is the basic sustenance of life.  Prisoners used to survive on nothing more than bread and water. Jesus is teaching us to depend on God for the most basic necessities of life, including bread.  This should cause us to realize that there is no request that is too small to bring to God.  He cares about every concern on your heart.  Nothing is too trivial for Him.  Peter said, “Cast all your care on Him, because He cares for you.”  This prayer focus will also produce a spirit of dependence. If we depend on Him for bread, we will depend on Him for everything.  It also produces a spirit of gratitude.  We recognize that even the loaf of bread on our table comes from God’s gracious hand.  The job we have that allows us to make money comes from His Hand.  The health we enjoy that enables us to work is because of His protective hand.  So, make requests.  It’s helpful to keep a list of requests, that way you will remember to pray for things that are important, especially when others ask you to pray.  Without a list you may forget. The list also helps you to more readily identify answers to prayer.
4. Confession
Jesus goes on to say, “forgive us our debts.”  That means personal confession.  David said in Psalm 139:23, “Search me, O God, and know my heart.”  That is a recognition that there might be wrongdoing in our lives of which we’re not even aware.  This is a good time to reflect on the past 24 hour period and consider whether you have spoken any offensive words, considered any offensive thoughts, harboured any offensive attitudes, committed any offensive behavior, or failed to do something you should have done.  The Bible says that God takes our sins and drops them into the deepest part of the ocean.  That means He puts them in a place no man can get at.  He’s painting a picture that His forgiveness of our sin is so complete that once we confess it, it is banished forever, never to be brought up in accusation against you ever again.  

5. Forgiveness

Prayer is more about changing us than it is about changing things.  And Jesus now moves into the area of relational forgiveness, when He says, “as we forgive our debtors” (12b).  Hurt people hurt other people, who then become angry. And anger over time produces bitterness. And bitterness produces hardening of the attitudes.  And that produces spiritual stagnation.  Forgiveness allows you to become better rather than bitter.  Prayer is the place to bring anyone in your life who has hurt you, or disappointed you, before the throne of grace and just as you received God’s love, grace and forgiveness, God enables you to extend the same to them.  “And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you” (Eph. 4:32).
6. Purity

Jesus says, “And do not lead us into temptation.”  This does not mean that God would ever lead us into temptation. James 1:13 says, “Let no one says when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God,’ for God cannot tempted by evil, nor does He Himself tempt anyone.”  He’s telling us to ask God to keep us far away from tempting situations that can influence us towards impurity.    He carries the same thought on in the next statement when he says, “But deliver us from the evil one” v13.  

7. Praise

The Final level of prayer in the Disciples’ prayer, is praise.  “For yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory forever amen.”  That’s a fitting way to end prayer.  Prayer begins with a focus on God and His character, and ends the same way.     

The Power of Prayer 

Jesus finishes this model prayer with these words. “If you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (v14-15).  Clearly, these words are attached to the subject of prayer, because they pick up the same theme about forgiveness that was discussed in the prayer. Jesus is saying that when you have been forgiven, you will be so grateful that you will naturally forgive others.  If you do not forgive others, then that’s a sign that you have not really understood, or embraced God’s grace and forgiveness towards you.  So the marvelous power of prayer then, is that prayer enables you to experience God’s forgiveness, and empowers you to extend that forgiveness and grace to others. Prayer is a key ingredient to forgiveness and relational harmony.  Prayer is the oil that lubricates the gears of relationships.  
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