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I. Intro – Quaker Prayer 

A. Years ago I was introduced to a particular type of prayer.  I ran across it again in 
preparing for this series. It’s something the Quakers do – a posture they use to help frame 
their prayer. Their hands are turned down to start, symbolizing letting go of things: stress, 
worry, anger, an agenda, sin.  And then hands up to say: I’m ready to receive.  

B. How many of you have some idea of what it means to pray? (Sure we have 
questions: how often should I pray?; who exactly do I pray to – the Father, Son or Holy 
Spirit (or all three?); if God knows everything, why do I need to pray?.  We have 
questions, but most of you have some idea what it means to pray, right?  How many of 
you prayed at least once during the past week? How many of you prayed as much as you 
think you should have? 

C. So therein lies the challenge: we know what prayer is, and most everybody prays. 
If fact, you can make an argument that almost everyone everywhere prays.  

1. According to a survey conducted in Britain – which, outside of the 
growing Islamic population is fairly secular – 75% of the people living there pray 
at least once a week.  

2. According to a Gallup Poll, 75% of Americans pray every day – and a 
majority say that they pray more than they did just a few years ago.1  

3. In his bestselling book on Prayer – called Prayer: Does it Make Any 
Difference? Philip Yancey writes: Every faith has some form or prayer. Remote 
tribes present offerings and then pray for everyday things such as health, food, 
rain, children and victory in battles… Five times a day Muslim’s stop what they 
are doing – driving, having a coffee break, playing soccer – when the summons 
comes to pray. Even atheists find ways to pray. During the heady days of 
Communism in Russia, party stalwarts kept a “red corner,” placing a portrait of 
Lenin where Christians used to keep their icons. Caught up in the fervor, Pravda 
ran this advice to its readers in 1950, “If you meet with difficulties in your work, 
or suddenly doubt your abilities, think of him – of Stalin – and you will find the 
confidence you need. If you feel tired in an hour when you should not, think of 
him –of Stalin – and your work will go well. If you are seeking a correct decision, 
think of him – of Stalin – and you will find that decision.2  

                                                
1 “Prayer,” Jim Castelli, USA Weekend, December 23-25, 1994 
 
2 Yancey, p 4, 13. 
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D. And beyond that, many people believe in prayer – that is, at the very least they 
believe that God hears our prayers.  But very few people think they pray enough. I place 
myself in this camp. Maybe that surprises you, maybe not. But when I compare my 
prayer habits with those of history’s heavyweights – Martin Luther, George Mueller, St. 
Thomas – who was nicknamed “camel knees” because he prayed so often – I feel 
anemic.3  

1. George Muller began each day with several hours of prayer, imploring 
God to meet the practical needs of his orphanage. Bishop Lancelot Andrewes 
allotted five hours per day to prayer. Charles Simeon rose at 4:00 a.m. to begin his 
four-hour regimen. Susannah Wesley, a busy mother with no privacy, would sit in 
a rocking chair with an apron over her head praying for John and Charles and the 
rest of her brood. Martin Luther, who devoted two to three hours daily to prayer, 
said we should do it as naturally as a shoemaker makes a shoe and a tailor makes 
a coat.  

E. There are not that many who go to these lengths, but when I hear of people who 
get up at 4 to pray for 3 hours, I think, “What’s wrong with me?”4 

1. I remember the first time I tried to pray through the night. I was in college. 
We were doing a big campus wide outreach and we wanted to pray for the 24 
hours leading up to it. But almost no one signed up, so a few of us on the 
leadership team took the early morning hours. We reserved a room in the 
University’s Religious Center. I had from 11 – 4 AM. I got there at 11, relieved 
the other person, settled in and prayed for the outreach and everyone I wanted to 
attend it. I prayed for every aspect of the event I could think of, and then started 
praying for everyone I knew – every missionary I knew, everything I could think 
of to pray about. I then looked at my watch and discovered that it was 11:20 and I 
knew I was in trouble. I’m pretty sure I fell asleep before 1 AM, feeling quite 
guilty about that. Why could others prevail in prayer more than I could?  

F. Perhaps you’ve had similar experiences. Or perhaps at this point you are 
wondering why you are listening to a guy who is such a spiritual light weight talk about 
prayer. That is a great question. But before you throw me under the bus, let me say, I’m 
just being honest and share two data points.5  

                                                
 
4 Martin Luther reportedly got up at 4 AM every day and prayed for four hours. Of course in a world without 
electricity he probably went to bed around 7 or 8 at night most nights.  
 
5 And then there is this line from Philip Yancey in the introduction to his best selling book, Prayer: Does it Make 
Any Difference?  “In short, my main qualification for writing about prayer is that I feel unqualified – and genuinely 
want to learn.” 
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1. I ran across this quote from Chuck Swindoll: “To be painfully honest with 
you, most of the stuff I've ever read or heard about prayer has either left me under 
a ton…of guilt or wearied me with pious sounding phrases and meaningless God-
talk. Without trying to sound ultra-cynical, I’ve frequently walked away thinking, 
“Who needs it?” Because I didn’t spend two or three grueling hours a day on my 
knees as dear Dr. So and So did, or because I failed to say it just the right way 
(whatever that means) or because I wasn’t able to weave several scripture verses 
through my prayer or because I had not been successful in moving mountains, I 
picked up the distinct impression that I was out to lunch when it came to this part 
of my Christian life. It seemed almost spooky, mystical and (dare I say it) even a 
little superstitious, a lot of verbal mumbo-jumbo laced with a secret jargon that 
some people had and others didn’t. And I definitely didn’t.”6 

2. Even more powerful is a statement by Martin Lloyd-Jones, who is one of 
the greatest and most respected pastors and Christian writers of the 20th century. I 
read recently that he never wrote about prayer because of a sense of personal 
inadequacy in this area.7  

G. My sense is that when it comes to prayer many feel guilty. It feels like a burden 
not a joy – not a privilege. Rather than having any sense of delight – rather than feeling 
like you are coming into the loving presence of a loving father who delights in you, who 
(according to Zephaniah 3:17 sings over you.) – my sense is, prayer often feels more like 
work; that it’s a source of dread – and that though you may sometimes sense God’s 
presence, more often you do not.  

H. My goal over the next three weeks is to encourage you to pray – which is surely 
one of the great benefits of faith in God. I suspect that much of what I say will not be 
new, although some will and some things I say may surprise or offend you.8 But if you 
pray more, I’ll count that a win.   

II. Today I want to try to answer the question: why pray?  But before we turn there it seems 
prudent that we agree on what prayer is. Over the years I have collected lots of definitions.  

                                                
 
6  I have notes from a prayer conference I attended while in college. The speaker, Elton Gilliam, said he “was on the 
fringe of the fringe of the fringe of knowing what the best prayer life is, but no one else will teach on how to pray.” 
 
7 D. Martin Lloyd Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Peabody, MA: Zondervan, 1971), 169-170.   
 
8 In an article entitled, What Prayer Is and Isn’t, Dan Phillips writes, “The minefield that is prayer. I can’t offhand 
think of one specific doctrine which is more tradition-laden, nor buried under sentimentality, than that. For that very 
reason, it’s  a risky topic. Step in any direction, and you land on someone’s toes. Worse, diverge from the “party 
line” and it’s as if you are insulting Mom.”  
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A. Some fall under what I’ll call the general category: 

1. Prayer is the vehicle God uses to release his power on earth. 

2. Prayer is a chance to admit our failures, weaknesses and limitations to One 
who responds to human vulnerability with infinite mercy.9 

3. Prayer is hand-to-hand combat with evil.10 

4. Prayer is God-ordained means in order to accomplish God-ordained ends. 

5. Prayer is a striving to take hold of God (Is. 64:7).11  

6. Prayer is the primary tool God has given us by which we may become 
partners with Him in bringing His will to pass.12  

7. Prayer is one of the chief ways we align ourselves to God’s purposes and 
goals in this world.   

B. Some definitions or descriptions are a bit more contemporary or colloquial:  

1. Prayer is a way to be connected with God more quickly than email or 
texting.  

2. Prayer is high octane fuel for good things to happen.  

C. Others definitions are a bit more profound – or at least try to be.  

1. Thomas Merton wrote:  Prayer is an expression of who we are… we are a 
living incompleteness. We are a gap, an emptiness that calls for fulfillment. 

2. Milton wrote: Prayer is a chance to restore the truth of the universe. “That 
man may know that he dwells not in his own.”  

                                                
9 Yancey, p. 26. 
 
10 There are a variety of metaphors here: 1) C.S. Lewis described the world as enemy-occupied territory, 
“Christianity is the story of how the rightful King has landed in disguise, and is calling us all to take part in a great 
campaign of sabotage;” 2) Just as in modern-warfare, the one who controls the air wins the war – the ground troops 
still have a battle to fight, but it is dramatically one-sided when you have superior air-cover. In spiritual warfare, 
prayer strikes the winning blow; the ministry is mopping up the spoils; 3) Jesus himself asks, “How can anyone 
enter a strong man’s house and carry off his possessions unless he first ties up the strong man?” Then he can rob his 
house. Matthew 12:29.  The clear answer to the question: how do you tie up the strong men of darkness? Through 
prayer. See also Mk 12:29, where Jesus explains why the disciples failed in their efforts to drive away the demon.  
“Why couldn’t we drive it out?  Jesus replied, ‘This kind only can come out by prayer.’” Also: Eph. 6:10, 18. 
 
11 The imagery here is from the ancient world, where people might try to grab hold of a man’s cloak  as they 
appealed to him. In modern times this is less likely to happen, but we embrace people  
 
12 Thomas Constable.  
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D. I have collected lots of definitions and descriptions of prayer. As I stepped back to 
review them they seem to loosely settle into two camps:  Some describe prayer as a long, 
hard struggle – work, hand-to-hand combat; others describe prayer as a pathway to peace 
and some measure of serenity not otherwise available to us.  

1. In the introduction to his very good book on prayer, Prayer: Experiencing 
Awe and Intimacy with God, Tim Keller suggests that both definitions are right.13 
I agree, and point to the Psalms for proof. Some Psalms – e.g., 27, 63, 84, 131, 
146-15014 -- talk about the peace of God while others decry his absence15 – e.g., 
10, 13, 39, 42 - 43 and 88.  

E. And Is there anything else we could say – or should say here at the beginning?  
Yes, I think it’s important to start by saying what prayer is not.  

1. Prayer is not magic. Some suggest that praying to God is like rubbing 
Aladdin’s Lamp, and if we have the right technique or say the secret words, we 
can get whatever we want. This approach views God as some kind of giant 
vending machine who is willing to dispenses all manner of things our way if only 
we ask in exactly the right way.16 And by the way, many of these suggest that the 
“magic words” are “in Jesus’s name.”  We need to append that on to the end in 
order for our prayers to work. No. Prayer is not magic and God is not like that. In 
fact, I think Philip Yancey is right when he suggests that when it comes to prayer, 
our words may be the least important part. Prayer is not magic.  

2. Prayer is not an exercise in overcoming God’s reluctance in order to get us 
to serve us. We do not earn credit through prayer that God is somehow honor-
bound to redeem. Again, I’d direct you to Zephaniah 3:17.  

3. Prayer is not some sort of performance art that is supposed to be 
impressive and eloquent and ideally carried on in 16th century English prose. 

                                                
 
13 [some] promise a life of peace and of continual resting in God. Such authors give radiant testimonies of feeling 
regularly surrounded by the divine presence. Other books, however, see the essence of prayer not as inward resting 
but as calling on God to bring his kingdom. Prayer is viewed as a wrestling match, often – or perhaps ordinarily – 
without a clear sense of God’s immediate presence. One book of this sort is The Still Hour, by Austin Phelps. He 
begins with the premise that a sense of the absence of God is the norm for a Christian at prayer, and that the 
experience of God’s presence is difficult for most people to find. (Timothy Keller, Prayer: Experiencing Awe and 
Intimacy with God (Dutton, 2014), p. 2.)   
 
14 The closing string of Psalms 146-150 are occasionally referred to as “the long hallelujah.” 
 
15 In Psalm 63:5 David says that his “soul is satisfied as with the richest of foods.” 
 
16 In the Harry Potter books, Harry, Herminie and Ron spend a lot of time working on their spells. They have to say 
the right thing in the right way at the right time in order for them to work. There are “abracadabra” words.   
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4. Prayer is not a journey inward.17 Generic spirituality generally encourages 
us to tap into some power deep within us. Christian prayer is not that. I do think it 
encourages us to be introspective, but we are not talking to ourselves, but to God. 

F. So, what is prayer? Prayer is talking to God. Prayer is a privilege. Prayer is an 
attitude of the heart.18 Prayer is submission to God;19 prayer is a discipline that we can 
learn and practice. I think that is behind today’s text in Luke 11.  

1. There we are told that “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.”  It’s worth noting, they do not ask Jesus how he walks 
on water or multiplies food.  What they ask – what they appear to identify as a 
key to Christ’s ministry – is the way he prays.  

G. What is prayer? The definition I like best is a hybrid of others:  prayer is a 
conversation with and an encounter with God.20  

III. So, why should we pray?  I have seven reasons: 

A. First, because Christ did, and he is our example.  

1. He is more than that – He is the Son of God and Savior of the World.  But 
He is also our model of how we are supposed to live.  

2. In Luke 5:16 we are told that Jesus snuck away to pray. On ten other 
occasions in the book of Luke we are told that Jesus prayed. And it goes beyond 
that: in Hebrews 7:22-25 and Luke 22:31f we are told that in heaven Jesus is still 
praying for us. Right now, Jesus sits at the right hand of the Father interceding for 
you.  

3. Think about that for a moment. Right now, Jesus is praying in heaven for 
you.  

                                                
 
17 Later I will make it clear that even meditation – rightly understood – is not looking inward. That is meditation as 
the Eastern practice it. In that sense the goal is to go inward and empty yourself. But Christian meditation is focused 
on some truth or aspect of God’s character.  
 
18 O Hallesby 
 
19 In prayer we are right to state our desires, yet we need to do so with humility. We must accept God’s will. What 
we need to believe is that God will either give us what we ask for or give us what we would have asked for if we 
knew everything He knows.  
 
20 The traditional forms of prayer – adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication – are concrete practices as 
well as profound experiences. (Keller, p. 5). 
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4. Why pray?  Because Jesus did and does.  

B. The second reason we should pray is: because we are instructed to, even 
commanded to do so. 

1. In the Old Testament we have passages like: 1) Ps. 32:6: Therefore let all 
the faithful pray to you while you may be found; 2) I Chronicles 16:11: Look to 
the LORD and his strength; seek his face always 

2. In the New Testament we have: 1) Luke 18:1; Then Jesus told his 
disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up; 2)  
Phil 4:6; Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God; 3) Col. 4:2; Devote 
yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful. And pray for us, too; 4) I Thes. 
5:17; Rejoice always,  pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for this 
is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus; 5) I Tim. 2:1: I urge, then, first of all, that 
petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people. 

C. Why pray? First, because Jesus did;  second, because we are told to; the third 
reason is because this is the way we cultivate the relationship we were created for.  

1. In John 17 Jesus suggests that our relationship with the Father is like a 
vine attached to a branch. We die cut off from him, but in a relationship with him 
we find nourishment, joy and peace. We pray in order to expand and strengthen 
that relationship. 

2. Christ’s prayer was intimate – He seems to talk to God as easily and 
readily as a child talks to his father. And that is what he teaches in this prayer in 
Luke 11.  

a) I’ve said this before, but it’s a point lost on us.  As best as we can 
tell, no one God called Father until Jesus did. The Jews did recognize him 
as the Father of their nation, but their relationship was formal. God wasn’t 
readily approachable.  Jesus teaches us to call God “abba” – Daddy. 

3. Think about this: the one who has everything and needs nothing invites 
those of us who have nothing and need everything to talk for a while and to grow 
close.   

4. One of the main reasons to pray is to experience communion with God – 
to sense his love, gain his perspective and find rest in greater union with him.  

5. Full disclosure – it doesn’t always happen. In fact, it doesn’t happen 
nearly as much as I’d like. But it does happen.  
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D. Reason Four – why pray?  Because God answers prayer 

1. Things change when we pray – often us. Sometimes it is events and 
situations that change – or as some have noted, when we pray “coincidences start 
to happen.” I shared a story two weeks ago about a remarkable answer to prayer 
involving Alan Willey and his soccer jersey. That is an even that has God’s 
fingerprints all over it. I’ve also linked my recovery to prayer. This past week I 
had my one year anniversary from the stroke. Some – principally those in the 
medical community – have said that my recovery has been miraculous. I’m not 
sure how much to attribute to great medical care and how much to ascribe to 
God’s favor.  As a rule I believe that miracles are pretty rare. And it’s hard to 
prove to the skeptic that God is acting. But I believe that things change because of 
prayer.  God answers prayer. 

2. And when he does, often what changes is me. There is more cache is the 
big miracles we often see reported in the Bible – the parting of the Red Sea and 
the like.  But I also take great comfort in knowing that sometimes what is going to 
change is my attitude – my heart.   

3. Next week Garth will be speaking – and one of the questions I’ve asked 
him to take up is, “Why don’t we pray more?” I think one of the answers is 
because God often says “no.”  And we do not always appreciate the fact that “No” 
is an answer. I do not take no as as bad an answer as I used to, because I’ve come 
to believe that, in light of forever, God knows best and I can defer to his plan.  

4. I do not know enough to know what I ultimately want. So I pray stating 
what I want – I am very honest about that – but I gladly add “not my will but 
yours. You know best.”  

5. And by the way, sometimes the very act or praying brings the change. I 
start to lay out my plan, my hopes, my request and in the very act of doing it I see 
how small minded my thinking is. And my request almost becomes a confession. 
“Lord, this is what I want.  But I want to want better than that. I want to want 
things that are less selfish than that. Help me change my thinking and then give 
me the desires of my heart.” 

6. In Our Town, a play by Thornton Wilder, a character named Jane receives 
a letter addressed to her via her name, address, town, city and state, but then the  
letter goes on to add: United States of America; Western Hemisphere; Planet 
Earth; Solar System; The Universe; the Mind of God 

7. Once we start to gain some perspective I’m able to settle down.  
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E. A fifth reason to pray is because prayer is a primary path into genuine self-
knowledge.  

1. Over the last year I’ve started to realize that it’s really hard for us to see 
ourselves very clearly – and that some people are way off.  And sometimes I fear 
that I am.  

2. My thinking on this really started to develop after I read an author (who is 
quite critical of the church), but one of the things he appreciates about the Bible is 
that it contains prophets, and prophets “throw rocks” at people, especially people 
in power, forcing them to face the truth about themselves. He went on to share 
how the presence of prophets in Judaism and Christianity gave these views a leg 
up on those that cannot be self-critical.  

3. This got me thinking about how hard it is to see myself clearly and how 
much I need that, and how – often the most painful truths about my soul, my 
greed – come during times of prayer.  Not because God convicts me of my sin – 
although that is part of it. The Holy Spirit shines a bright light in some dark places 
and I do feel convicted, but it doesn’t feel punitive; it feels restorative. I get to a 
place where I feel radically safe and can be honest with myself and with what is 
going on inside my heart.  

4. Maybe you have found other ways to do that.  But for me, prayer is often a 
way I get to look in the mirror. It’s not generally a pretty picture, but there is great 
relief in being able to see the truth in the context of God’s love and grace.  
Yancey alludes to this when he writes:  

a) Prayer has become for me much more than a shopping list of 
requests to present to God. It has become a realignment of everything. I 
pray to restore the truth of the universe, to gain a glimpse of the world, 
and of me, through the eyes of God.21  

F. Sixth, is related.  The sixth reason to pray is because this is how we change.  

1. Keller writes: Prayer is also the main way we experience deep change – 
the reordering of our loves. Prayer is how God gives us so many of the 
unimaginable things he has for us. Indeed, prayer makes it safe for God to give us 
many of the things we most desire. It is the way we know God, the way we finally 
treat God as God. Prayer is simply the key to everything we need to do and be in 
life.22  

                                                
21 Yancey, p. 29 
 
22 Keller, p. 18 
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2. I do not want to suggest that God doesn’t answer our prayer the way we’d 
like. As I’ve already noted, I have examples of prayer changing circumstances. 

a) But my experience is that more often, after prayer allows me to see 
myself more clearly, it’s also the agent of change me. My heart softens; I 
find a sense of calm.23 I am reminded of who God is and who I am and I 
can go back to  posture of humility and dependence.  

b) So, prayers are answered and we may change 

G. Seventh, because sometimes it’s the only option. 

1. I feel this way in the face of many medical tragedies. The reports are dark. 
The doctors have done all they can. I’m there as a pastor and the only thing I can 
think to do – or imagine doing – is to lead people in turning directly to God.  

2. I felt this way after the stroke. I was helpless. I could barely talk. I 
couldn’t swallow. I couldn’t read. I couldn’t sit up or roll over. And as I lay there 
I thought, well, about the only thing other than sleep that I can do is pray. But 
that’s not a small thing.  

IV. Why pray – there are many reasons. Next week Garth will take up two questions: 

A. Why don’t we pray? Or pray more? 

B. How should we pray? 

                                                
 
23 In his commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, Augustine wrote: The mental posture of prayer calms and 
purifies the soul, and makes it of more capacity to receive the divine gifts which are poured into it. For God does not 
hear us for the prevailing force of our pleadings; He is at all times ready to give us His light, but we are not ready to 
receive it, but prone to other things. There is then in prayer a turning of the body to God, and a purging of the inward 
eye, whilst those worldly things which we desired are shut out, that the eye of the mind made single might be able to 
bear the single light, and in it abide with that joy with which a happy life is perfected." (Augustine, The Sermon on 
the Mount, 2.3.14) 
 


