NAVS Discipleship materials

Prayer Part I – How to Pray

Aim – To help us to realise the immense privilege of being able to come before the creator of the whole universe in prayer and to think about the practicalities of how we do this. To help us to think about the way that we pray, the reasons why we don’t pray and what can help us to pray. 

Introduction – For some people in our world today, prayer is viewed as essentially talking into thin air or just wishful thinking. Some see prayer as a last resort when we are facing difficult situations, a final chance if all else fails. This kind of thinking can make prayer hard when we first become Christians – prayer can seem strange and we can struggle to know what to say in prayer. Much of our praying is often influenced by the way that those around us pray. In this session I want us simply to look at what the Bible has to say about how we should pray. 

What excuses do we use for not praying? What reasons do we use for why we so often neglect to pray? What is the right Biblical response to these excuses? 

· There are many different reasons why we don’t pray. So often we are just too busy to pray, like Martha in Luke 10:38-42, we get so caught up in the busyness of what needs to be done that we make none or very little time to spend with God. Like Mary we must come and sit at the feet of our Lord Jesus, we must actively choose what is better. 

· Perhaps we feel no need to pray, we so easily start to trust in ourselves that the need to come before our God in prayer can appear to diminish. We will face both the good times and the bad times, but our need to come before our God in prayer remains. It may be that we feel far from God and spiritually dry. Yet we must remember that these things are part of a vicious circle. As we feel far from God or begin to trust in ourselves we become less likely to pray and as we pray less we feel even further and further away from God and trust in ourselves even more.

· It could also be that we feel so guilty or unworthy to come into God’s presence that we simply cannot bring ourselves to pray. Just as Adam and Eve hid from God in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:8), so in the same way we hide from God when we become bitter about things for which we cannot forgive either ourselves or God. What ever we have done, we must remember that we can only find true forgiveness with God. Even if we could hide from God, what would it achieve?

· Payne says, “prayer is not an addendum to the Christian life. It is not in a category of its own. It is at the heart of who we are as Christians, and how we relate to our heavenly Father” (pg. 14). Prayer is so crucial, yet it can often be where we struggle most in our Christian lives. Prayer is our relationship with God in action and we must make every effort to ensure that these feeble excuses do not stop us from coming before our God in prayer.

On what basis can we come before God in prayer? How privileged are we in being able to come before God? What did the tearing of the curtain in the temple when Jesus died symbolise? On what basis can we come before God in prayer?

· The Bible tells us that by nature we are sinful people and therefore we have no right to come into God’s presence. The Old Testament illustrates this in that only the High Priest was able to enter the presence of God in the Holy of Holies. This he did on behalf of the people once a year to make atonement for their sins. As Christians however we do not need to stay outside of the temple or even outside the Holy of Holies. Through Jesus’ death on the cross, our High Priest has gained for us access into the presence of God (Hebrews 10:19-20). The fact that we can now come freely into God’s presence was symbolised by the curtain in the Most Holy Place being torn from top to bottom. By the blood of Christ we have the right and the confidence to enter God’s presence and to come before Him in prayer (Hebrews 4:15-16). 
· Paul says in 1 Timothy 2:5-6, that the only reason that we can come before God is because of and through the one mediator between men and God, Jesus Christ! It is only through Christ and what He has done for us that we can come before God. What a privilege that Christ should pay such a price that through His blood all who trust in Him might be able to come before God the Father in prayer. Tony Payne says that “prayer is about relating to the Father on the basis of what the Son has achieved and by the work of his Spirit in our lives” (pg. 22).
What exactly is prayer? What is not prayer? It is clear that we should pray to God the Father, but is it right to address our prayers to God the Son or God the Holy Spirit? What pattern does the Bible suggest in respect of whom we should pray to? What should we conclude from this? What different roles do God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit have to play in prayer?

· Some think of prayer as an attitude, a set of pious thoughts, wordless ecstasy, contemplation, or listening to God. In contrast Payne says “prayer in the Bible is always simply and unashamedly speech, from us to God” (pg. 18). In Luke 11:1-2 when the disciples come to Jesus and ask Him to teach them to pray, Jesus says when you pray, ‘say’; it’s about speech. Prayer is about us talking to God. Payne continues “God is not a force that we relate to Him by feeling Him. He is not an idea that we relate to Him by thinking about Him. He is a person, and so we relate to Him by listening and speaking. He speaks to us and we speak to Him in response” (pg. 18). We need to ensure that our ideas about prayer are firmly grounded in scripture. 

· Most New Testament prayers are addressed to God the Father, although we would have to admit that many of these prayers come from the lips of Jesus and He is hardly likely to pray to Himself. We could surely argue in a similar way in the Old Testament, in that God had not explicitly revealed Himself in a Trinitarian manner and as such it is not surprising that we do not find prayers addressed to God the Son or God the Holy Spirit. 

· We do find a very clear pattern of prayer directly to God the Father through the Son (Matthew 6:9, John 16:23), but there are also several examples of prayer to God the Son (Acts 1:24, 7:59-60, John 14:13-14, 2 Corinthians 12:7-9, Revelation 22:20). Furthermore as we’ve already seen, Jesus is our great High Priest and He is able to sympathise with our weaknesses and help us in our time of need (Hebrews 4:15-16). We must conclude that praying to God the Son is clearly supported by scripture. 

· The more difficult question however is whether or not we should pray to the Holy Spirit. While there are no recorded prayers directed to the Holy Spirit in scripture, neither is there any prohibition from doing so. The Bible teaches that God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are each fully God and as such are worthy of our prayer and worship. The Holy Spirit is a person, He is our counsellor and teacher, He exercises a wide range of ministries to us including the distribution of spiritual gifts to each of us as He determines. On this basis prayer to the Holy Spirit would seem appropriate in some circumstances, such as praying for spiritual gifts. Yet we must remember that praying to the Holy Spirit “is not the New Testament pattern, and it should not become the dominant emphasis in our prayer life” (Grudem, pg. 162). 

· The Bible’s major emphasis is on praying to God the Father, for He is indeed our loving Father. A loving Father gives good gifts to His children (Matthew 7:7-11) and like Jesus we too can cry ‘Abba Father’. Scripture teaches that Jesus’ role in prayer is one of facilitating, mediating and interceding in Heaven on our behalf (Romans 8:34, 1 John 2:1-2 and Hebrews 7:25). As we’ve already seen, it is only through the cross that we can come into God’s presence in the first place. 

· The Spirit too has a role to play in our praying – the Spirit is within us and is interceding for us and helping us in prayers (Romans 8:26-27). On the role of the Holy Spirit in our praying, Payne says “because of our weakness and the struggles of living in a sinful world, our prayers are plagued by ignorance and imperfection. Yet God’s own Spirit helps us. In some way that is too inexpressible for words, he makes up for our weakness and ignorance by interceding on our behalf” (pg. 20). 

· When Jesus died on the cross, He made it possible for us to have access to the Father and it is He who should receive the dominant emphasis of our prayer lives. Scripture is clear that we should pray to the Father, through the Son and in the Spirit.

What does it mean to pray in Jesus’ name? Is it simply a magic phrase to add at the end of our prayers or is there more to it? Why is this idea of authority significant to our praying?

· Jesus tells his disciples that if they ask the Father for anything in His name, then they will receive it (John 14:13-14, 15:16 & 16:23-24). This surely cannot mean that we should add the words ‘in Jesus name’ at the end of every prayer as if they were some magic formula that gives power to our prayers. In fact, a study of New Testament prayers reveals that in fact none of the prayers that are recorded in the Bible have this phrase at the end of them!
· Grudem says that “to come in the name of someone means that another person has authorised us to come on his authority not on our own” (pg. 160). When the Pharisees asked the disciples ‘by what power or what name did you do this?’ (Acts 4:7), they were effectively asking ‘by whose authority did you do this’. Praying in Jesus’ name is prayer made on Jesus’ authorisation and on the basis of what He did on the cross.
· In New Testament times, a person’s name represented their character – the person that they were. In this sense, the name of Jesus represents all that Jesus is – the name of Jesus represents His character. Praying in Jesus’ name is about praying in accordance with who Jesus is – it’s about praying in accordance with His character and His will. 
· In saying these things, I am not saying that we shouldn’t add the words “in Jesus name” to the end of our prayers. I am merely saying that the danger in doing so is that we become so used to saying the words that we forget what they mean. We use this phrase without really meaning it and without really thinking about what it means either. It would be easy for a young believer to think that these words were some sort of magic formula that they should attach to the prayers to make them more effective. What is important is that we realise that we can come before God, only because of the cross – we come before God in the authority of our Lord Jesus. How we express our understanding of this is up to us!

How did Jesus tell the disciples to pray? What was Jesus trying to teach them about prayer? Is this prayer a prayer that we should be praying or a pattern for us to follow in our praying? What kinds of concerns are contained within the Lord’s prayer? How does this prayer compare with our praying?
· The Lord’s prayer is the prayer that Jesus taught His disciples in response to their request to teach them how to pray (Matthew 6:9-13). It is challenging to think about the contrast between the way that Jesus prayed and the way that we pray. I don’t think Jesus meant us to pray this prayer as some kind of repetitive ritual in order to earn God’s favour. Rather Jesus taught this prayer in order to teach us how to pray and so that our praying can be shaped and moulded by it. In the prayer there are six major requests that Jesus asks His Father for. 

· The first three requests focus on God, asking that God’s name would be made holy, that the Kingdom would come and that God’s will would be done in Heaven and on Earth. It is so easy for our prayers to focus on ourselves, but Jesus was concerned about God’s name being honoured, He was concerned about God’s Kingdom coming and He was concerned that God’s will is done. The Lord’s prayer looks forward to the coming Kingdom and it is centred upon God.

· The second three requests centre on things we need right now as we live our lives, our daily needs, forgiveness and deliverance. The prayer is asking for the very things that we need, the food we eat, the clothes we wear and the places where we live. Jesus was teaching His disciples to trust in Him through prayer and to seek His forgiveness for and protection from evil. We should pray both for the things that matter to us and the things that matter to God, both for our everyday concerns and for the coming Kingdom. 

· Our prayer should be mingled with thanksgiving, confession and petition. Many of Paul’s prayers contain a strong emphasis towards thanksgiving. Paul says that we should not be anxious about anything but that by prayer and petition we should bring our requests before God with thanksgiving (Philippians 4:6-7). What a privilege it is to be able to do just that!

What practical things will help our praying? What blessings and dangers are there in praying with other people? How can we make sure that we pray and that we pray earnestly?
· We must remember that prayer is an encounter with God rather than an encounter with other people. It is good to pray with others, but are praying should be directed towards God alone rather than those around us. We are often so conscious of those around us that they influence the way that we pray. Jesus talked about how some loved to pray in the synagogues and on street corners in order to be seen by others (Matthew 6:5-8). We must be so careful that are motives for prayer are pure, that we are not trying to impress other people, but that we are earnestly praying to our loving Heavenly Father.

· On a positive note we can learn much from the prayers of others and in doing so it can be a real incentive not just to pray, but to pray earnestly. Often when we are praying by ourselves, our minds can drift and our concentration can wander. In praying with others there is an encouragement to stay alert and to support and encourage one another in prayer. There is great merit in having someone who we can pray with regularly, someone with whom we can share our weaknesses and for whom we are committed to pray for and with.

· We need to plan to pray, for if we don’t make time to pray and stick to that time it just will not happen. Praying is not easy at the best of times, but it is often the first area of our Christian lives to suffer when we drift away from God. Just as we will not do any exercise or see our friends unless we make time, so we will not spend time with our God in prayer unless we make time. One method people use is to develop a system of prayer lists – praying for certain people or certain things on certain days. The danger is that it can become legalistic and meaningless – we can end up just reeling off an endless list every day for the sake of doing so. At the same time, a prayer list can encourage us to pray regularly for things which otherwise we would forget to pray for. With all these various practical suggestions, we must decide what is helpful for us.
Conclusion – We have seen much about prayer in this session. It is good to reflect upon why exactly we can come before God in prayer, for it is a great privilege and a blessing that we enjoy. It is also important that we think about how we pray and how our prayers compare with the way that people pray in scripture.
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Luke 10:38-42 “As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, ‘Lord, don't you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!’ ‘Martha, Martha,’ the Lord answered, ‘you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.”

Hebrews 10:19-20 “Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body…”

Hebrews 4:15-16 “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are--yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”

1 Timothy 2:5-6 “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men.”

Luke 11:1-2 “One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.’ He said to them, ‘When you pray, say’…”

Luke 1:24 “Then they prayed, ‘Lord, you know everyone's heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen.”

Acts 7:59-60 “While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then he fell on his knees and cried out, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ When he had said this, he fell asleep.”

2 Corinthians 12:7-9 “To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness’.”

Matthew 7:7-11 “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. ‘Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!”

Rom 8:32-34 “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all--how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died--more than that, who was raised to life--is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.”

1 John 2:1-2 “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense--Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”

Hebrews 7:23-25 “Now there have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.”

Romans 8:26-27 “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.”

John 14:13-14 “And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.”
John 15:16 “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit--fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name.”

John 16:22-24 “Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.”

Acts 4:5-7 “The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest's family. They had Peter and John brought before them and began to question them: ‘By what power or what name did you do this?”

Matthew 6:9-15 “This, then, is how you should pray: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one. For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”

Philippians 4:6-7 “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

Matthew 6:5-8 “And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”
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