Sharpening the Spiritual Skill of Prayer #1

“The Nature of Prayer”

Matthew 6:5-8

What is the most important activity for the Christian? Witnessing to others about Jesus? Studying the Bible? Becoming active in my church? These are all good things to do, but I don’t believe any of these would qualify as the most important. Howard Hendricks pointed out, 

Satan does not mind your witnessing, as long as you don’t pray. Because he knows 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.

No, these good activities are not the most important. I doubt that few of us would argue with D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones who said, “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.”

Yet why is it that “the first and only thing that will work is the last thing we try…prayer”?
 It’s like reading the instructions or asking for directions. Logically it makes sense to do it, but we put it off, sometimes until it is too late.
But why? Why is prayer such a struggle? What is it about prayer that makes even the great and the godly (those we admire so much) feel so guilty, so dissatisfied, so unhappy with their own prayer life? 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. 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, Hudson Taylor, G. Campbell Morgan, C. H. Spurgeon, F. B. Meyer, A. W. Tozer, 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.

Throughout this month (with the exception of Father’s Day and the outdoor service on June 29th) I want to focus on sharpening our spiritual skill of prayer. This morning we will consider the nature of prayer—what is prayer and what is prayer not?

Our text comes from Matthew 6:5-8, where Jesus taught His disciples, 

“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.”
Here we see three things prayer is and three things prayer is not.

Prayer is a Conversation, Not a Performance 

First, prayer is a conversation, not a performance. I always chuckle when I hear a Christian say, “I can’t pray.” I want to ask, “Can you talk? If you can talk, then you can pray!” Prayer is a conversation we have with God. It requires neither rhetorical skills nor a mastery of theological terminology. It is to, in the words of the old song, “have a little talk with Jesus.”

Why are so many Christians intimidated when it comes to prayer? I believe it is because some have made prayer a performance. Prayer for them is a way to show off, frankly. As John Stott notes, 

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.

You see, prayer is never something we do to be seen. It loses its whole purpose if it becomes a platform to impress others.
 Now let me be clear: Jesus is not condemning public prayer or praying in a public place; it is praying in such a way as to maximize its effect on other people that He condemns.
 It is all about the motivation behind prayer.

Back in Jesus’ day, the rabbi’s 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.
 Jesus’ point of contention with his Jewish contemporaries was not the form of their prayers but their motivation. God demands that we genuinely pray to him.

So how are we to pray? Many years ago, a 17th-century Frenchman named François Fenelon wrote about simple conversational 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.

When we can talk with God like we talk with our family and friends, we have come a long way in sharpening the skill of prayer.

Prayer is a Communication, Not a Prescription

Second, prayer is a communication, not a prescription. In verse 7 Jesus said, “And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.” I like the way the New English Bible translates the last line: “They imagine that the more they say, the more likely they are to be heard.”

Jesus moves on from the religious hypocrites’ view of prayer to the pagan view of prayer. In short, the pagan view sees prayer as a means to manipulate an answer from their gods. Pagans piled up as many names of the deity they were entreating as possible, hoping at least one would be effective. Pagans also reminded a deity of favors owed, seeking an answer on contractual grounds.

Whenever I think of pagan prayers I am reminded of the story of Elijah and the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18. Elijah challenged them to pray to their god (Baal was the god of fire, among other things) to send fire from heaven and burn up their sacrifice. Verse 26 states they prayed from morning till noon, shouting and dancing around the altar. Then they slashed themselves, drawing blood, “as was their custom.”

Of course, nothing happened, since they were calling on a god that did not exist! But their failure was not from a lack of effort on their part! They prayed loud and long, dancing and even hurting themselves to get their god to act. We chuckle, shake our heads, and think, “How silly!”

But don’t people do that today? They think that if they stand (or kneel or lie flat on the floor) and pray loud enough and long enough and use certain words or phrases, that their prayers will be heard. Prayer is not a prescription—a formula—that if I say and do the right things, I’ll get what I want from God. It doesn’t work that way! In fact, as 

A. W. Tozer said many years ago, “Prayer that takes its value from the number of times certain words are repeated is pagan, not Christian.”
 If anything, we ought to return to the words of Ecclesiastes 5:2, “Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few.”
Genuine faith grows out of a relationship with God and cannot be simulated by formulas, no matter how invested our culture becomes in instant products, academic cramming and lazy shortcuts to prosperity. We pray not because we think our prayers earn God’s favor, but as an expression of our trust in a Father who already knows our need and merely waits for us to express our dependence on him.

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 realize that we are creatures of habit. We tend to fall into saying things certain ways, and that is true of our prayers as well. I am not condemning anybody’s habits of prayer; I am saying that if you think your prayers have a better chance of being answered because of how long you pray or the certain words or phrases you use, prayer is no longer a communication to you; it is a prescription to get what you want. (And it doesn’t work!)
Prayer is a Communion, Not a Persuasion

Finally, prayer is a communion, not a persuasion. Oswald Chambers said it best: “Prayer is not getting things from God; prayer is getting into perfect communion with God.”
 When prayer becomes a wish list of what we want God to do for us, we have lost the true nature of prayer. 

Behind all true prayer lies the conversation that God Himself initiates: “To you, O my heart, He has said, ‘Seek my face!’ Your face, Lord, I will seek” (Psalm 27:8).
 God is more interested in hearing from us than we are in speaking with Him. He longs for that relationship that goes far beyond our requests.

Notice what Jesus says in verse 8, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” Before we offer any prayer, God knows exactly what our need is. We pray, not to inform the Father on matters of which He is ignorant, but to worship Him.
 He is neither ignorant, so that we need to instruct Him, nor hesitant, so that we need to persuade Him.
 Yes, we may bring our requests to God—the Bible tell us to do so in Philippians 4:6! But, as we will see next week, the intent of prayer is not what we can get from God. Nor is prayer meant as a means to impress others. The nature of prayer is a conversation, a communication, a communion between ourselves and God. It really is that simple. The problem is that most of us believe prayer is something too difficult for us to do. 
If Jesus taught that the praying of Pharisees was hypocritical and that of pagans mechanical, then the praying of His followers must be real—sincere as opposed to hypocritical, thoughtful as opposed to mechanical. Jesus intends our minds and hearts to be involved in what we are saying. Then prayer is seen in its true light—not as a meaningless repetition of words, nor as a means to our own glorification, but as a true communion with our Heavenly Father.

And that is something every child of God can do!
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