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Jesus Teaches on Prayer
An Introduction

October 5th 2008
“And when you pray”
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 you 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. 
Matthew 6:5-8

Introduction: 

This Sunday we begin a topical study on prayer.  

Now it goes almost without saying that prayer is an essential part of the Christian experience. 

· Christian history records time and again the importance of prayer in the life of the church as well as the individual lives of its people.

· All the great moves of God began first with a concerted effort of prayer among God’s people.

· It has been said many times that prayer is like a spiritual barometer and you can evaluate your spiritual health by looking at your prayer life.

· Others have called prayer the breath of the soul. Just as the physical body needs the moment by moment respirations of the lungs as they fill with life giving air so the spirit of man needs the life giving breath of prayer for the survival of the soul.

· The truth is many of us in the evangelical church are holding our proverbial “spiritual breaths.” The result is a kind of spiritual hypoxia. 

Although we will occasionally be speaking on the importance of prayer to the Christian experience over the next few weeks our focus will not be on the why of prayer as much as the how of prayer. 
· The early disciples and apostles all knew the importance of prayer. Israel was a praying community. Their lives were intertwined with prayer. Their big question was how to pray. So one day they said to Jesus, “Teach us to pray.” And this is the question that we will be looking at the next several weeks. 
Illustration: One of the brewing controversies that is just now making its way into the main stream of the Evangelical church is the practice of what is called “Contemplative” or “centering” prayer. The goal of this kind of prayer is to achieve union with the god who is in us through different techniques including “breath prayer” “silence” and repetition of Christian “mantras” such a “Father” or “Lord Jesus.” 
This practice finds its genesis in the mystic traditions and writings of the mystic prayer masters of the Roman Catholic Faith. 

This type of praying is making inroads into the evangelical ranks, especially among the younger generation and post-modern children who seek a deeper experience in their Christian walk and prayer life. 

This is of course a commendable goal, everyone wants to “know God” in an experiential way. The problem is that this is not the way that Jesus taught us to pray. Add to this is the frightening reality that this practice is almost identical to New Age, Buddhist, and Eastern Religious prayer and medication practices. In fact this is where some of the recent practitioners of centering prayer have found their inspiration. 

The conclusion should be clear, if the Master of the church gave us clear instruction on how to pray, why would we go anywhere else?

It is interesting that many prayer techniques i.e. praying the Rosary and Contemplative or Centering prayer are direct violations of the very teachings of the Master Himself. 

So how should we pray? This is probably one of the more important questions we could ever ask of Scripture. Thankfully our Lord has made it very clear how we should pray. In our text today Jesus is going to teach his disciples the model prayer which is often called the “Lord’s Prayer. But before he does Jesus lays down some preliminary guidelines that his disciples must follow in their personal prayer life; guidelines that we also must follow as well if we are going to have a biblical and meaningful prayer experience. 
So let’s take a look at three fundamental aspects of prayer as taught by our Lord Jesus Christ.

First of all Jesus wants us to avoid all forms of hypocrisy in our prayer life. 
“And when you pray, you are not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners, in order to be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have received their reward in full. But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in secret, and your
 Father who is in secret will repay you.

Verses 5-6

Illustration: He made free use of Christian vocabulary. He talked about the blessing of the Almighty and the Christian confessions which would become the pillars of the new government. He assumed the earnestness of a man weighed down by historic responsibility. He handed out pious stories to the press, especially to the church papers. He showed his tattered Bible and declared that he drew the strength for his great work from it as scores of pious people welcomed him as a man sent from God. Indeed, Adolf Hitler was a master of outward religiosity--with no inward reality! 
Hypocrisy is one of the personal traits that we are to avoid like the plague. And here in this text Jesus tells us that hypocrisy can even enter our prayer life.

In this verse Jesus is not condemning public prayer. Public prayer is an important part of the life of the church. We see instances of public prayer for example in the early church. What Jesus is condemning is prayer that is done for show. 
These people Jesus calls hypocrites: 
·  (Hypocrites) in classical Greek the was first an orator and then an actor. So figuratively the word came to be applied to anybody who treats the world as a stage on which he plays a part. 
Now we don’t often see this type of hypocritical display of prayer as the Jews did when the Pharisees would stand on the street corners or in the temple making a public display of their piety through prayer. But there are ways that we can be hypocrites in our own prayer life. For example:
· When we use prayer to set forth our own agendas in a congregational setting or as a teaching tool rather than a heartfelt conversation with God it certainly borders on hypocrisy. 
· And of course there are those who pray in a church setting who, by their prayers, pretend that they are intimate with God all the while living profligate lives in private. This too is hypocritical prayer. 

The bottom line is that we are not to make a display of our spiritual practices or activities whatever they may be. What we do we do between ourselves and the Lord and it is for His eyes only. 
If we keep this in mind our prayer lives will be on a solid footing.
Private Prayer Encouraged

Jesus does give us corrective for hypocritical praying by encouraging us to pray in secret. 
He tells us:

“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.”

Matthew 6:6-7

We are not only to close the door against disturbances and distractions but also to shut out the prying eyes of men and to shut ourselves in with God. 
· By the way Go into your inner room is one of the proof texts that the practitioners of “Centering Prayer” and mysticism use. But the inner room is not a metaphor for the heart but literally the most private room in your house. 

R. V. G. Tasker points out that the Greek word for the ‘room’ into which we are to withdraw to pray was used for the store-room where treasures might be kept. The implication being that there are treasures (rewards) already awaiting us when we pray. As Jesus said:
Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

There is both an exciting expectation and a great incentive for us to pray knowing that our Father hears us and that he has promised to reward our secret prayers. 
What are the rewards of prayer?

· When we cry Abba Father the Holy Spirit witnesses with our spirit that we are indeed God’s children and we are granted a strong assurance of his Fatherhood and love. 
· Through prayer God refreshes and restores our soul.

· Through prayer God satisfies our longing for Him.

· Through prayer God quenches our thirst for Him. 

· Through prayer God satisfies our souls as with the richest of foods. 

In others words the great reward of prayer is the very God and Father with whom we are praying. Could there be any greater reward than intimacy with our Father and Creator? 



Second, Jesus wants our prayers to be from the heart. 
“And when you are praying, do not use meaningless repetition, as the Gentiles do, for they suppose that they will be heard for their many words.

Verses 7
“The fewer the words the better the prayer.”

Martin Luther

What is the mistake in meaningless repetitions? 
· Simply this, that those who do so imagine that the more they say, the more likely they are to be heard. 
· What an incredible notion! What sort of God is chiefly impressed by the mechanics and the statistics of prayer, and whose response is determined by the volume of words we use and the number of hours we spend in praying. 

· This very approach is found in the Catholic tradition with the praying of the Rosary. 
· But Protestants and Evangelicals can fall into the trap of thinking that recited prayers and other meaningless repetitions somehow work like spiritual magic invoking the deity to action. This way of praying is pagan through and through.
Now that is not to say that recited prayers do not have a place in our prayer life. In fact next week we will look at the Lord’s Prayer and how we can take a model pray like the Lord’s Prayer and practice it in a variety of meaningful ways. 
· But what we must avoid is the trap of thinking that praying for long periods of time or praying repetitive prayers somehow gets God’s attention. But this is just not the way we are to pray. 

The simplest way to pray is to pray from your heart. God knows your needs and feelings even before you approach Him. This leads us to our third and final principle of prayer.



Third, Jesus wants us to trust in the Father’s care 

when we pray.
“Therefore do not be like them; for your Father in heaven knows what you need before you ask Him.”
Verse 8:
This one truth lies as the bedrock and foundation 
of all our praying.
“Our Father in Heaven knows what we need, before we ask Him.”
What a wonderful concept. This really does take the pressure of prayer. 
· Often we think that our prayers somehow hold up the universe. But that is God’s business. But we do know that God, in some divine and mysterious way, works his will in conjunction with the prayers of His people. For this reason we should always pray and never give up. 

· Certainly we are to bring our needs to the Father. The Scriptures tell us to present our requests to God, to cast our cares upon him because he cares for us. 

Yet we do so with the assurance that He knows what our real needs are. And by direct implication that he will meet those needs and answer our prayers.

Illustration: While crossing the Atlantic on an oceanliner, F.B. Meyer was asked to address the first class passengers. At the captain's request he spoke on "Answered Prayer." An agnostic who was present at the service was asked by his friends, "What did you think of Dr. Meyer's sermon?" He answered, "I didn't believe a word of it." That afternoon Meyer went to speak to the steerage passengers. Many of the listeners at his morning address went along, including the agnostic, who claimed he just wanted to hear "what the babbler had to say."  

Before starting for the service, the agnostic put two oranges in his pocket. On his way he passed an elderly woman sitting in her deck chair fast asleep. Her hands were open. In the spirit of fun, the agnostic put the two oranges in her outstretched palms. After the meeting, he saw the old lady happily eating one of the pieces of fruit. "You seem to be enjoying that orange," he remarked with a smile. "Yes, sir," she replied, "My Father is very good to me." "Your father? Surely your father can't be still alive!" "Praise God," she replied, "He is very much alive." "What do you mean?" pressed the agnostic. She explained, "I'll tell you, sir. I have been seasick for days. I was asking God somehow to send me an orange. I suppose I fell asleep while I was praying. When I awoke, I found He had not only sent me one orange but two!" The agnostic was speechless. 
Like the old woman sitting in the deck chair praying to God we also need to know that our Father will indeed meet us at the point of our needs when we pray. And who knows better than our Father what our true needs are. 


Corum Deo

E. M. Bounds once said, 
“What the Church needs today is not more machinery or better, not new organizations or more novel methods, but men whom the Holy Ghost can use--men of prayer, men mighty in prayer.”

One of the problems with doing a study about prayer is that often in the end we simply do not apply the things that we learn. Most of the great teachers of prayer always point out that the best way to learn about prayer is to pray. 

And so I would encourage you to begin to make time for prayer if you do not already do so. 

· Set aside specific times of the day and hold tenaciously to your appointments with God. You would not think of being late for an important appointment with a doctor, a friend, or some other important event in your life. How much more should we set aside quality time with our Heavenly Father. 

Illustration: Early African converts to Christianity were earnest and regular in their private devotions. Each one reportedly had a separate spot in the thicket where he would pour out his heart to God. Over time the paths to these places became well worn. As a result, if one of these believers began to neglect prayer, it was soon apparent to the others. They would kindly remind the negligent one, "Brother, the grass grows on your path."

We need to ask ourselves the question: “Has the grass grown on the path to our prayer closets. If it has remember that God is always there waiting for us. 
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