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There is a difference between knowing about prayer and actually praying. What we learn about prayer in Scripture is written to help us to actually pray. For the majority of Christians their knowledge of prayer outweighs their actual prayer.
“Prayer is the measure of the man spiritually, in a way that nothing else is, so that how we pray is as an important a question as we can ever face.” – J.I. Packer
This short booklet on prayer is designed to complement our four part preaching series entitled “Let Us Pray”, which was preached at all the sites Cornerstone Church Johannesburg in May 2015. The recordings are available at http://cornerstonechurch.co.za/category/messages/let-us-pray-messages/
See more resources at cornerstonechurch.co.za
Part One: Devoting and Worshipping
Luke 11:1
Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.”
Jesus obviously had a lifestyle of prayer. So much so that his disciples noticed and wanted to learn from him on how to pray. Notice they never asked him, “Teach us how to preach,” but “Teach us how to pray.” There must have been something about Jesus and his prayer life that made them realise this was important. They must have seen a connection between Jesus’ powerful public life and his devoted life of prayer.
Jesus’ prayer life
As disciples of Jesus we need to learn from our Lord. So let us look at some major scriptures that tell us a bit about Jesus’s lifestyle of prayer.
Early church prayer life
Acts 1:14
All these with one accord were devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.
Acts 2:42
And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.
When we see the central role of prayer in the life of Jesus and the early church we can only say, "Lord, teach us to pray." There is much room for growth in this area. Though most Christians somehow agree on the importance of prayer we don’t reflect this in our lifestyle. Why is it that prayer meetings are less attended than Sunday meetings? Do we see prayer as some kind of extra-mural, optional extra?
"Lord teach us to pray" is not “Lord, teach us about prayer.” Our aim is not to know more about prayer but actually pray.
“Prayer is the measure of a man's spiritually, in a way that nothing else is, so that how we pray is as an important a question as we can ever face.” - J.I. Packer
Lord, teach us to pray
Matthew 6:6-10
But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.
“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him. Pray then like this:
“Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
What can we see here?
1. Prayer is tapping into the very purpose of our salvation
We know God and therefore bear fruit for God. The very reason Jesus came was to deliver us from the curse of sin and make us children of God. His work was to restore fellowship with God. He came to make His Father our Father too.
John 17:1-3
When Jesus had spoken these words, he lifted up his eyes to heaven, and said, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you, since you have given him authority over all flesh, to give eternal life to all whom you have given him. And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.
When we pray we:
The relationship Jesus came to restore is between us and God (creator and creature). He expressed it as a father / child relationship. It is marked by trust and dependence.
Jesus mentions “Father” four times in four verses above in the Lord’s prayer. God as Father is central to prayer. A Father hears us when we pray, cares, and will act for our good in response to our asking.
Luke 11:13
If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
Jesus used the father / son illustration to assure us that when we come to God (Our Father) he will act for our good. Martin Luther said, “Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance, but laying hold of His willingness.”
2. We get to be involved in eternally important things: God's Kingdom mission.
“Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”
God is on a mission to bring the whole of creation back under the perfect rulership of His chosen King Jesus. This involves discipling all nations and preaching the Gospel to all nations (Matthew 28; Mark 16). God's kingly rule breaks out on earth in response to our prayer.
Matthew 9:36-38
When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”
This is a great privilege and responsibility. Most revivals in history of an outpouring of the Holy Spirit were preceded by prayer.
3. Prayer allows us to fulfill the single most important purpose of our lives: WORSHIP
“Pray then like this:“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.”
This call is to:
Isaiah 43:7
Everyone who is called by my name,
whom I created for my glory,
whom I formed and made.
Man's chief end is to glorify God (1 Corinthians 10:31) and to enjoy him forever (Psalm 73:25-26). Part of what it looks like to glorify God is to acknowledge who God is (our Creator, for starters) and to praise and worship Him as such. This we do in prayer.
If prayer is at the very core of our lives as children of God we are to be devoted to it. Saying we ‘have to pray’ is not legalism any more than saying we have to put petrol in our car or we have to breathe. So we must be devoted in two ways:
Personally
Corporately
Part Two: Asking and Trusting
Luke 11:1-13
Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.”
And he said to them, “When you pray, say:
“Father, hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come.
Give us each day our daily bread,
and forgive us our sins,
for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us.
And lead us not into temptation.”
“And he said to them, “Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves, for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him’; and he will answer from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything’? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his impudence he will rise and give him whatever he needs.
“And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.
“What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
Jesus continues to teach His disciples about prayer with a parable that shows us that before we get to who and what to pray we must examine our attitude. More properly, we need to examine our belief. There’s no plan or formula to prayer, but there is plenty to be said about what we think of God when we pray. The right deep-rooted belief translates into fervent prayer.
“And he said to them, “Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves, 6 for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him’; 7 and he will answer from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything’?”
This question evokes the response: no way, I won't do that. The question is essentially this: Would you get up to ask a friend for something whom you know will probably say no? You probably wouldn’t. Jesus then leads into this:
“I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his impudence he will rise and give him whatever he needs.1”
Impudence means shamelessness or boldness. The knocker got what he wanted because he asked. Here is the point: even someone who would probably say no will eventually get up and respond, because you were shameless enough to ask. The reason why Jesus uses this illustration is to speak into the very problem of our heart when we pray.
When doing this series we surveyed sixty people and asked what their number one reason for becoming discouraged in prayer was. The answer was a lack of answers. In other words, they lose trust and are not sure if God can be trusted. It’s as if we believe God says this:
“Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything.’”
Andrew Murray says, “God knows that doubt and distrust towards Him are natural to us and that we view prayer as religious work without expecting an answer.”
But we can be assured of an answer.
If you think that God is like this friend who would not get out of bed, and that’s what keeps you from asking, then the encouragement is to not let it. Be bold and shameless and ask anyway. Even an unkind friend will eventually get up and answer, so how much more will God? That’s exactly why Jesus continues with this:
“And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.”
Or the reverse of it in James:
James 4:2-3
You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.
Assurance is rooted in the goodness and willingness of God
“Nothing is better adapted to excite us to prayer than a full conviction that we shall be heard.” - John Calvin.
Often we hear people talk of how they ‘believe in prayer’. But while what they’re saying makes sense, we really ought to be saying that we believe in God. We need to move from faith in prayer (as if it is some kind of formula) to faith in God. As a result of that faith, we pray.
This passage teaches that our assurance of an answer to prayer is not in persistent prayer but in the nature of the one we are praying to. Jesus assures us that God would never say ‘don’t bother me’ because God is always ready to answer. ‘Knock, and it will be opened to you’. Or, in another place, “Come all you who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28.) Instead of ‘don’t bother me’ there is an invitation to come. God never sleeps.
Psalm 121:1-4
I lift up my eyes to the hills.
From where does my help come?
My help comes from the Lord,
who made heaven and earth.
He will not let your foot be moved;
he who keeps you will not slumber.
Behold, he who keeps Israel
will neither slumber nor sleep.
The door is not shut. The temple curtain was torn from the top. God opened the way to him, not us.
Hebrews 10:19-20
Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh.
Instead of being the friend knocking, you are actually one of the children in bed with their father! But Jesus does not just leave the parable here but goes even further to stress the point.
”How much more”
“What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
So Jesus comes full circle. He started with “Our Father” in the Lord’s Prayer and he ends with an illustration of how a father treats his sons. A father will respond to the needs of his son. Though we are evil, as parents we respond to the needs of our children. Though sinfulness has marred the image of God in us, we still love. Broken sinful people still know how to do good to their children.
So how much more will God? The Father is the one who is completely good.
Luke 18:19
And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.
He gives good gifts. Not only does the good Father give good gifts, he gives the best gift -- the Holy Spirit. God gives us Himself.
And this is the greatest gift of all. This is the solution behind every problem, behind every trouble. This is what gives us complete assurance. The Holy Spirit is our guarantee that every time we ask for something, anything; physical, emotional, anything; the solution comes from the Holy Spirit, from God Himself who abides with us and in us. This is what we have most need of.
But what about what looks like unanswered prayer?
What father will give his son who asks for a scorpion, a scorpion? Sometimes we ask for scorpions. We might think they are needs, but sometimes our needs will actually be unhelpful. He knows what is best for us as a father knows what is best for their son / daughter.
Remember this text says that God gives His Holy Spirit. Maybe instead of changing the situation He changes us and produces the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22).
Romans 8:28
“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”
Even Jesus had a prayer not answered in the affirmative. He prayed, “Please take this cup from me.” But then prayed, “Not what I will, but what you will.” (Luke 22:42.)
The picture God uses to reveal himself here, as a father, teaches us of both His willingness to answer prayer and His own will and purpose, knowing what really is good and what is not. If we are outright living outside of His will and purpose we can't have an assurance of answered prayer. But He gives us the Holy Spirit so we can know what is his ‘good, pleasing and perfect will.’ (Romans 12:2.)
Our assurance is rooted in the Father's character.
So therefore we become people of prayer.
And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.
This is in the present-continuous tense. In other words, keep on asking, keep on knocking, keep on seeking. We pursue God all our lives. By asking we recognise we have a need and realise we can’t do everything ourselves. And our first lack is of God himself. But we know that He will open and answer, convinced he will meet our lack. Because He is good.
Part Three: Waiting and Enquiring
Isaiah 64:1-4
Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down,
that the mountains might quake at your presence--
as when fire kindles brushwood
and the fire causes water to boil--
to make your name known to your adversaries,
and that the nations might tremble at your presence!
When you did awesome things that we did not look for,
you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.
From of old no one has heard
or perceived by the ear,
no eye has seen a God besides you,
who acts for those who wait for him.
1 Peter 5:6-7
Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.
A key component to prayer is what the Old Testament calls “waiting on God”. Prayer is a lifestyle, not just an occurrence. To become someone who waits on God we have to start with prayer.
God acts for those who wait for Him. “It is the investment of all God's energy in every way for our eternal good. This he does only for those who wait for him.” (John Piper.)
God acts and we wait. This speaks directly to our relationship with God. It speaks of our utter dependence on God to fulfil our every need.
Isaiah 31:1
Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help
and rely on horses,
who trust in chariots because they are many
and in horsemen because they are very strong,
but do not look to the Holy One of Israel
or consult the Lord!
The context of this scripture is that Israel's enemies were attacking them. Egypt is the very nation where they were captive for so many years. It represents the world. Yet they go looking for help from them! Sin makes us look for life and security and deliverence and purpose and identity and fulfilment in other places than God.
But there are promises for those who look and wait on God .
1. Satisfaction
Psalm 145:15-16
The eyes of all look to you,
and you give them their food in due season.
You open your hand;
you satisfy the desire of every living thing
2. Deliverance
Psalm 33:20
Our soul waits for the Lord;
he is our help and our shield.
3. Assurance of God's forgiveness and acceptance
Psalms 130:5-6
I wait for the Lord, my soul waits,
and in his word I hope;
my soul waits for the Lord
more than watchmen for the morning,
more than watchmen for the morning.
4. Answer to prayer
Psalms 38:15
But for you, O Lord, do I wait;
it is you, O Lord my God, who will answer.
5. Strength
Isaiah 40:31
but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength;
they shall mount up with wings like eagles;
they shall run and not be weary;
they shall walk and not faint.
6. Guidance
Psalm 25:5
Lead me in your truth and teach me,
for you are the God of my salvation;
for you I wait all the day long.
Waiting on God means our first response is prayer. We are to seek God’s counsel and his will before we pursue any human solution.
Psalms 106:13
But they soon forgot his works;
they did not wait for his counsel.
When we pray seeking God's guidance and insight we acknowledge our trust in him. Waiting on God is the proof that we trust Him. Prayer for so many of us is just rattling off our shopping list. But it is a relational act through and through.
Habakkuk 2:1
I will take my stand at my watchpost
and station myself on the tower,
and look out to see what he will say to me,
and what I will answer concerning my complaint.
It is often in prayer that we discern God's will. Waiting also implies that we are willing to submit to his will. It's in prayer that we give the weighty matters in our life to God.
1 Peter 5:6-7
Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 7 casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.
We come to him and give Him the things we are longing for or are in need of. Notice above that God gives an answer “at the proper time.” This means there might be a period of waiting. In prayer we give the weighty things to God - waiting is then refusing to take it back and make your own plan. Waiting is refusing to take matters into your own hand because you are sure of God's answer. It means we persevere in the basics.
Psalms 37:34
Wait for the Lord and keep his way,
and he will exalt you to inherit the land;
you will look on when the wicked are cut off.
We are called to be faithful.
Galatians 6:9
“And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up.”
Examples of not waiting
Example of waiting
We often miss God's best by not waiting. Very often in:
Ask God. Submit to His will. Waiting is not easy. Even the word implies that life is not ideal. There are challenges.
Wait on God to
Sometimes the road of honouring God is tough, and it's there that we need his strength.
So we wait on him in prayer. We cast the burden onto him, confessing our weakness, and in those moments that God strengthens us.
Psalms 27:13-14
I believe that I shall look upon the goodness of the Lord
in the land of the living!
Wait for the Lord;
be strong, and let your heart take courage;
wait for the Lord!
Blessed - Happy and to be envied are those who wait for God. God is Gracious to those who wait. He stands on his toes to show mercy to those who wait.
Isaiah 30:18
Therefore the Lord waits to be gracious to you,
and therefore he exalts himself to show mercy to you.
For the Lord is a God of justice;
blessed are all those who wait for him.
Isn’t it interesting that the Lord also waits? It’s like God is saying that if you take matters into your own hands he will wait. As soon as you stop and wait for him, then he will act!
Part Four: Persevering and Thanking
Luke 11:1-4
“Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.””
Our cry is, 'Lord, teach us, help us, challenge us, to pray more and to pray rightly.' We want to become a people that are found in prayer, that live in prayer, that thrive on prayer.
Prayer is our spiritual sustenance. It’s like breathing, eating or sleeping. Without it we begin to starve, we become malnourished, we will be weak and incapable; we stray from God, we don't hear his voice, we don't know his will, our paths become dark and confused. Mankind does not have answers for us and you cannot do this thing called life yourself. We turn to our Father in Heaven.
As we ask 'teach us to pray' we're asking 'what is prayer? Why do we pray and how do we pray?' We are asking God to motivate us and give us insight and show us the benefits and power of prayer and to help us to pray more. We need to pray. Please pray.
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18
“Rejoice [in God] always [i.e. praise him joyfully], pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”
Colossians 4:2
“Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.”
In both these passages, Paul refers to steadfastness (perseverance) in prayer and thankfulness together. In his mind the two aspects are intertwined. Let's look at them individually and then together.
Perseverance
Prayer can so often and easily become a religious or superstitious routine. This is particularly the case when it comes to the matter of perseverance. We have a particular matter that we want God to take care of and because of a faulty view of what the Bible teaches on the subject, we end up in an unending cycle of monotonous requesting, thinking that our endless prayers must eventually store up enough spiritual go-go juice to make God do something. But this is not what the Bible teaches, including in this passage below:
Luke 18:1-8
“And he [Jesus] told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor respected man. And there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Give me justice against my adversary.’ For a while he refused, but afterwards he said to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her continual coming.’” And the Lord said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?””
Jesus has been answering the Pharisees' questions about the coming of the Kingdom of God and of His second coming. He talks about remaining faithful until the end. He goes on to stress the importance of humility, trust, and spiritual poverty in prayer and in our relationship with God in the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector.
To ‘always pray’ and ‘not lose heart’ refers not to specific prayer requests but rather to prayer in general. We must be people who pray all the time. The nature of this parable is a classic one that can be described as, 'if this, then how much more so?' If an unrighteous judge will respond, how much more will God? God is compared to the judge not in that He is like the judge in the parable (at all!) but in that He is so much greater and better and more compassionate and loving than the judge. If a person can get justice from a wicked man by being persistent, how much more will God watch over, protect and sustain those that continually depend on Him in prayer?
The point of the parable is that we must continually draw near to God in prayer at all times because He is a generous, loving and powerful Father who will watch over and lift up those that depend on Him.
1. The context is the patient waiting for God's Kingdom to come (see Luke 17). The Kingdom of God is the second coming of Christ but it also refers to any matter in which God will establish His reign. For example, we need God to establish his reign over our finances, relationships, etc. and we pray into these things.
2. This parable is not saying that God is like a grumpy judge with whom we have to persist in order to get anything out of him. It is saying that God is so much better than that. If hanging onto a grumpy judge will give you results, how much more will hanging onto the loving Father result in justice?
So then, what is this passage teaching us about prayer?
1. Prayer should be something that we do ongoingly.
“And he [Jesus] told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart.”
2. Ongoing prayer focuses on justice
“And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night?”
What are we crying out to God for?
3. Prayer should be ongoing because it will always result in justice for us.
“And the Lord said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night?”
4. Prayer should be ongoing because it will result in speedy justice for us.
“Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily.”
5. Prayer should be ongoing because it will result in sustained faith right until the end which is pleasing to God.
“Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” [i.e. will we lose heart despite God's goodness? Not if we hang on to him in prayer]”
Let's clarify:
What perseverance is not
What perseverance is
When, then, can we stop praying?
Never. Well, not until Jesus returns in any case. What about a particular matter? Only if God has completely satisfied the request, tells us to stop praying, or if he has already answered 'no.'
Thanksgiving
Perseverance without thanksgiving will result in the wrong attitude in our prayer. We need to remember that, if we trust Him, God will answer our prayers in the right time and the right way. Thanksgiving focuses on the person of God – who He is and what He has done and will do. It is worship. It is us appreciating Him. It is relationship. It is an appreciation for His generosity and goodness. It is the realisation that He loves and looks after us.
Psalm 68:19-20 (NKJV)
“Blessed be the Lord,
Who daily loads us with benefits,
The God of our salvation! Selah
Our God is the God of salvation;
And to GOD the Lord belong escapes from death.”
We always have something to thank Him for:
When we leave thanksgiving out of prayer:
Prayer begins with worship (”Our Father, who is in heaven, hallowed by your name...”) and must contain worship and acknowledgement of God and what He does for us throughout (thanksgiving). Our attitude in prayer must continually be one of appreciation for who He is and what He has done for us.
Trust is perfect when we match a full appreciation for who God is and how He acts for us, with a continual dependence on Him for all things. Prayer needs thanksgiving. Prayer needs to be ongoing.
Colossians 4:2
“Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.”
1. (Some translations say ‘persistence’ instead of ‘impudence’, but persistence isn’t entirely the correct word to use from the original Greek.)