Sermon on the Mount #20

“Hi, God”

Matthew 6:5-15


What would you say is the most important thing you can do as a Christian?  Read your Bible?  Go to church?  Do good to others?  Tell the lost about Jesus?  Certainly these are all important things that every Christian should do, but I would venture to say that there is one activity that rises even above these: prayer.  In fact, without prayer, all of those other activities lose their effectiveness.  As Howard Hendricks puts it so well, 

Satan does not mind your witnessing, as long as you don’t pray. Because he knows, if you do not, that it is far more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God. Satan does not mind your studying the Scriptures, as long as you don’t pray, for then the Word will never get into your life. Then you will simply develop a severe case of spiritual pride, and he loves that. Satan doesn’t mind your becoming compulsively active in your local church or in some other form of Christian work, just so you do not pray. For then you will be active, but you will not accomplish anything.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones stated, “Prayer is beyond any question the highest activity of the hu​man soul. Man is at his greatest and highest when, upon his knees, he comes face-to-face with God.”
 Other preachers and scholars down through the centuries have echoed this sentiment.

Yet most also agree that the greatest source of struggle, failure, and subsequent guilt is also this matter of prayer.  We would agree with Chuck Swindoll that “the first and only thing that will work is the last thing we try…prayer.”
  It’s just like reading the instructions or asking for directions—we just won’t do it! He goes on to comment,

But, wait! Why is it such a struggle? What is it about prayer that makes even the great and the godly (those we admire so much) so guilty? So dissatisfied? So unhappy with their own prayer life?

In no way do I wish to be disrespectful by saying the following things, but I believe it’s time somebody declared them to help clarify the barrier that keeps us from entering into au​thentic prayer. That barrier is the traditional wrappings that have been placed around prayer. Not even the grand models of church history admitted to much joy or peace or satisfaction in their prayer life!

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, for example, once admitted that his prayer experience was something to be ashamed of. The German reformer, Martin Luther, anguished in prayer, saving three of the best hours of the day to pray…yet he seldom seemed satisfied. Go down through the list and we find one after another working hard at prayer, but frequently we’ll find they’re dissatisfied, some of them even woefully unhappy about their prayer life.

E. M. Bounds, Alexander Maclaren, Samuel Rutherford, Hudson Taylor, John Henry Jowett, G. Campbell Morgan, Joseph Parker, Charles Haddon Spurgeon, F. B. Meyer, A. W. Tozer, H. A. Ironside, V. Raymond Edman, William Culbertson, and on and on. Great men, strong Christian exam​ples, magnificent models, yet you can hardly find one of that number who was satisfied with his prayer life. Oh, they labored in prayer, they believed in prayer, they taught and preached prayer…but why the dissatisfaction? Why the guilt? Or disap​pointment? Or, for some, embarrassment? I ask you—why?

At the risk of sounding downright heretical, I’m convinced that for centuries Christians have forced prayer into a role it was never designed to play. I would suggest we have made it difficult, hard, even painful. The caricature that has emerged through years of traditional (not biblical) modeling is now a guilt-giving discipline, not an anxiety-relieving practice. It is self-imposed. It doesn’t come from God.


This problem is not new.  Prayer was misunderstood and misused in the time of Christ, and in the Sermon on the Mount He addressed this vital, yet volatile issue.  Turn to Matthew 6:5-15:

“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. 


“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 yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.’ 


“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.”


Once again, Jesus contrasts the meaningful reality with the merely religious.  We can learn how not to pray from the hypocrites, as well as how to pray from the Master.

The Despicable Perversion of Prayer

Jesus focuses first on the despicable perversion of prayer by the religious leaders of His day.  Once again He uses the term “hypocrites,” meaning an actor performing a role on a stage, just as He did when speaking of doing good deeds.  Those who first heard these words must have been astonished at the indictment of Jesus.  Stott comments, 

What [Jesus] says of the hypocrites sounds fine at first: ‘They love…to pray.’ But unfortunately it is not prayer which they love, nor the God they are supposed to be praying to. No, they love themselves and the opportunity which public praying gives them to parade themselves…. Behind their piety lurked their pride.

Here again pride takes a perfectly good activity and perverts it.  As mentioned before, there is nothing better we can do than pray.  Yet, “putting prayer on display is one of the most obvious and ob​noxious acts of hypocrisy we can engage in.”
  Prayer time became performance time.  Jesus warns of two characteristics of hypocritical praying.

First, we must beware of flowery words.  Swindoll writes, 

Prayers were long, filled with verbiage. It was actually believed that whoever was long in prayer was heard more readily by God. And the more flowery, the better. One well-known prayer had no less than sixteen adjectives preceding the name of God! There was this strange subconscious idea that whoever banged long and hard enough on the doors of heaven was granted God’s attention.

I’m sure you’ve heard prayers like this.  The voice drops an octave or so.  The speaker stretches out the words for dramatic effect: “Allll—mighty Gooooooood…”  They use fancy, theological words (at least that’s what they sound like!) that may impress people but have no such effect on God.  After several minutes of this—if you’re still awake—you wonder if God Himself understands what this guy is saying!

We all can fall into this trap, though.  Even though they are not multi-syllabic, impressive sounding words, there are phrases and terms sometimes roll off our tongues without any thought at all.  Swindoll points out, 

…there is no part of the Christian life more in need of freshness and spontaneity than prayer. Whether it is prayer from a pulpit or a church group meeting for prayer or prayer before meals or before a meeting gets started, meaningless repetition abounds! Tired, overworked words and phrases keep returning. Break loose from those old bromides! For starters, I dare you to pray without using “bless” or “lead, guide, and direct” or “help so-and-so” or “Thy will” or “each and every” or any number of those institutionalized, galvanized terms. I dare you!

Just talk to God in a normal tone, using normal words.  Not sure how to do that? Listen to brand new Christians pray.  How refreshing it is to listen to a babe in Christ pray!  I recall one young person who had recently become a Christian.  His prayers started out, “Hi, God.  This is Eric.”  You don’t think the Heavenly Father appreciated that more than, “O, Thou everlasting One, creator and sustainer of the universe…”?  Of course, He did!  We don’t need flowery words in our praying.

Secondly, beware of formulas.  By that I mean the idea that if we pray the right words or we pray a certain number of times that we will automatically get what we ask for.  Such mentality demeans God into some kind of genie in a bottle, a slave to our every whim if we just know the secret words.


Jesus said, “Don’t be like the pagans” in this passage.  We might expect belief in magic formulas and magic words to come from pagan religions.  An example of this is found in 1 Kings chapter 18, where Elijah and the prophets of Baal had a showdown on Mount Carmel.  The Baal worshippers prayed for hours on end, praying, “O Baal, hear us!  O Baal, hear us!”  They thought that those magic words would bring about the desired response.


By the first century, though, the same could be said of Jewish praying.  William Barclay points out, 

…certain faults had crept into the Jewish habits of prayer. It is to be noted that these faults are by no means peculiar to Jewish ideas of prayer; they can and do occur anywhere. And it is to be noted that they could only occur in a community where prayer was taken with the greatest seriousness. They are not the faults of neglect; they are the faults of misguided devotion…

Jewish liturgy supplied stated prayers for all occa​sions. There was hardly an event or a sight in life which had not its stated formula of prayer. There was prayer before and after each meal; there were prayers in connection with the light, the fire, the lightning, on seeing the new moon, comets, rain, tempest, at the sight of the sea, lakes, rivers, on receiving good news, on using new furniture, on entering or leaving a city. Everything had its prayer. Clearly there is something infinitely lovely here. It was the inten​tion that every happening in life should be brought into the pres​ence of God. But just because the prayers were so meticulously prescribed and stated, the whole system lent itself to formalism, and the tendency was for the prayers to slip off the tongue with very little meaning.


This kind of formula praying is not uncommon today, either.  Perhaps the most familiar phrase used in this context is “in Jesus’ name.”  The Bible teaches that we should pray “in Jesus’ name,” but nowhere in God’s Word does it suggest that these three terms constitute a magic formula that guarantees the granting of whatever wish attached to it.  Some people even use that phrase over and over in the same prayer, as though it will be more effective that way.  As A. W. Tozer warns, “Prayer that takes its value from the number of times certain words are repeated is pagan, not Christian.”

The Desired Posture of Prayer

Jesus does not stop with how not to pray, though.  He actually spends more time on the positive manner of praying than on the negative.  He deals initially with the desired posture of prayer.  By this I do not mean the posture of our bodies—whether it is better to pray standing up or kneeling down, with head bowed or raised, eyes closed, hands folded, etc.  Rather, Jesus speaks of the posture of the inside—our attitudes and motives.

First, we need to keep it simple.  God doesn’t pay closer attention because we use more verbiage, nor does it take a continuous stream of rep​etitious words, like some mysterious mantra, to make Him sit up and take notice.
  As we will see in His model of prayer in the following verses, prayer should be direct and to the point.

Second, we need to keep it secret.   This does not mean we have to be secretive about our praying, as though we are ashamed if others find out what we are doing.  Rather, we must cultivate a prayer life of our own.  “We must pray in secret before we pray in public. …it is wrong to pray in public if we are not in the habit of praying in private.”
 

This is something we preachers need to watch closely.  We are called upon to pray in public on many different occasions—during church worship services, at civic events, any time food is served (and the others know you are a preacher!)  It can be easy for prayer to become a performance—just like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.  Swindoll cautions,

Prayer is never something we do to be seen. It loses its whole purpose if it becomes a platform to impress others. It is a private act of devotion, not a public demonstration of piety.


The whole purpose of prayer is communication and communion between myself and my Heavenly Father.  To cheapen prayer by using it as an opportunity to demonstrate my spirituality before others is to squander one of the greatest assets we have as Christians.

The Divine Pattern of Prayer


Jesus provides His disciples with the divine pattern of prayer in verses 9-15.  The words are very familiar—we use them each week as part of our worship service—and we looked at this prayer in depth in a previous sermon series.  Let’s consider it broadly.


Jesus intended this prayer to be a pattern.  I don’t believe He intended this to become the only prayer a Christian prays—then it falls into the category of “vain repetition.”  But in this model He provides the essentials for prayer, which we should then put into our own words.  As Lloyd-Jones notes, “the amazing and extraordinary thing about it is that it really covers everything in principle. There is a sense in which you can never add to the Lord’s Prayer; nothing is left out.”
  In this prayer we express our relationship to God (“Our Father in Heaven”), our reverence for Him (“hallowed be Your name”), our priorities (“Your kingdom come, Your will be done”), our needs, both physical (“Give us today our daily bread”) and spiritual (“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors”).  This pattern is a balanced prayer—too often when our prayers are ineffective, we are emphasizing some elements at the expense of others.


For our study this morning, I want to point out two truths about prayer from this divine pattern.  First, prayer ought to be humble.  The first few lines of the Lord’s Prayer all point to the magnificence of God: He is our Heavenly Father, His name is to be revered, and His will is to take precedence over everything else.  Sometimes we forget about that and allow our interests and agendas to take center stage.  As Wiersbe writes, 

The purpose of prayer is to glorify God’s name, and to ask for help to accomplish His will on earth. This prayer begins with God’s interests, not ours: God’s name, God’s kingdom, and God’s will. Robert Law has said, “Prayer is a mighty instrument, not for getting man’s will done in heaven, but for getting God’s will done in earth.” We have no right to ask God for anything that will dishonor His name, delay His kingdom, or disturb His will on earth.


Too many Christians see prayer as their meal ticket—I tell God what I want and He gives it to me.  That is not what prayer is about!  “Prayer is not getting things from God; prayer is getting into perfect communion with God.”
  When we realize who God is and who we are by comparison (which is a good definition of that biblical phrase “fear of the Lord”), our prayers will be much less selfish and a lot more humble.


Secondly, prayer ought to be honest.   I’m not suggesting that people try to lie to God’s face when they pray.  What I mean is that we need to be genuine when we come to God, and we need to live a life consistent with our praying. 
Many years ago, a 17th-century Frenchman named François Fenelon wrote about such honest praying:

Tell God all that is in your heart, as one unloads one’s heart, its pleasures and its pains, to a dear friend. Tell Him your troubles, that He may comfort you; tell Him your joys, that He may sober them; tell Him your longings, that he may purify them; tell Him your dislikes, that He may help you to conquer them; talk to Him of your temptations, that He may shield you from them; show Him the wounds of your heart, that He may heal them; lay bare your indifference to good, your depraved tastes for evil, your instability. Tell Him how self-love makes you unjust to others, how vanity tempts you to be insincere, how pride disguises you to yourself and to others.

If you thus pour out all your weaknesses, needs, trou​bles, there will be no lack of what to say. You will never exhaust the subject. It is continually being renewed. People who have no secrets from each other never want for subjects of conversation. They do not weigh their words, for there is nothing to be held back; neither do they seek for something to say. They talk out of the abundance of the heart, without consideration they say just what they think. Blessed are they who attain to such familiar, unreserved intercourse with God.


If you go through the Bible and study the prayers of those men and women, one thing you will discover is complete honesty before God.  When they were afraid, they admitted it; when they were angry, they said so; when they felt lost and confused, they confessed it.  Think about it: God already knows what’s going on in our minds, even better than we do!  We can’t pull one over on Him!


Beyond that, though, our lives must align with our prayers.  We cannot pray for God’s will to be done on earth, then go and act in ways contrary to His revealed purpose.  We cannot hallow God’s name in prayer and then profane it when someone cuts us off on the highway.  We cannot ask for God’s forgiveness and then carry an unforgiving grudge against others.  To borrow the song title from the late Keith Green, our attitude toward God ought to be “make my life a prayer to you.”  In this way praying should be honest.


It is not my intention this morning to heap guilt on anyone with regard to prayer.  I hope no one leaves this morning thinking, “I can’t do that!”  What do you mean, you can’t pray?  You can talk, can’t you?  Prayer is simply talking to God.  You don’t need to know fancy-sounding words to pray—your praying is better without them!


Don’t be intimidated by the way some people pray.  Prayer should be simple, private, humble, and honest.  If you want to begin your prayers with, “Hi, God!” then do it.  Just do it.
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