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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson today we find our Lord teaching his disciples how to 

pray.  Because this is so central and important a teaching, we are going to 

take a few weeks to ponder it.  Before we get to the lesson proper, though, 

let me set the scene and make a few introductory comments.  In our last two 

lessons we have seen the Law of God, the Ten Commandments, in action.  

This is what I mean.  The Law of God concerns our responsibilities to God 

and our responsibilities to our neighbours.  It has a vertical dimension and a 

horizontal dimension.  In our lesson last week we found Mary, the sister of 

Martha and Lazarus, fulfilling the vertical dimension of the Law.  She was 

sitting at the feet of Jesus, being instructed by him.  She was eager and intent 

on learning his commands and she would not let anything interfere with that 

primary task.  In our lesson from two weeks ago, we saw a Samaritan, a 

good Samaritan, fulfilling the Law in its horizontal dimension.  He took care 

of a man who had been waylaid by thieves and cutthroats.  He bound his 

wounds.  He secured him shelter.  He took care of him in his need. 

 In our lesson today we move from the Law of God to prayer—a 

natural movement because those two things are closely related.  Think about 

this.  In the Commandments, God speaks to us.  In the Lord’s Prayer, we 



learn how to speak to God.  The Commandments have two tables and outline 

our responsibilities to God and to our fellow man.  In the Lord’s Prayer there 

are two basic petitions.  There are on the one hand petitions that have to do 

with God—that his name be hallowed, that his kingdom come—and on the 

other petitions that have to do with provision for his people—that we might 

have our daily bread, be forgiven and be kept from temptation.  There are the 

same vertical and horizontal concerns in prayer that we find in the Law.  And 

there is this too.  The Law requires an inward obedience that comes from a 

thankful heart.  Prayer must come from that same place, from an obedient, 

submissive and thankful heart.   

All of this is to say, if you want to live a life of godliness and 

righteousness, in obedience to the Laws of God and pleasing in his sight, 

you must live a life of prayer.  The two always go together.  They are joined 

at the hip.  In fact, you might say that obedience to the Law—loving God 

and loving neighbour—is prayer in action.   

 Let me make one more introductory point before going on.  You will 

have noticed that on this occasion when Jesus teaches his disciples how to 

pray, the prayer he models for them is a bit different from the one he models 

in Matthew, in his Sermon on the Mount.  The version we are dealing with is 



shorter.  Jesus tells us to call God “Father” but doesn’t add “in heaven.”  He 

says we are to pray for this kingdom to come, but he doesn’t add the phrase, 

“your will be done.”  And in the same way, while he tells us to pray not to be 

led into temptation, he doesn’t add the part about being delivered from evil.  

Now there are two things for us to notice.  While the model prayer in Luke is 

shorter, it covers exactly the same ground as the one in Matthew.  That is, 

you cannot pray to God your Father without praying to your Father in 

heaven.  You cannot pray for God’s kingdom to come without also praying 

for God’s will to be done.  You cannot pray to be saved from temptation 

without praying to be delivered from evil.  In that way, then, both prayers are 

the same.  They cover exactly the same concerns.   

The second thing for us to notice is this.  The differences in the details 

of the prayers Jesus lifts up teach us that when we pray to God we are not to 

vainly and repetitiously pray in a mechanical, unthinking fashion.  The 

power of prayer is not found in the particular words, as if they formed some 

sort of magical incantation.  Prayer is not about saying the right words so the 

spell will work.  We are to pray with understanding and intelligence, not 

with vain repetitions and babbling.  True prayer involves a mind fully 

engaged as well as a warm and loving God-directed heart.   



Let’s look at the lesson.  It begins, 

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: Father...” 

 Here we find laid out for us the first great principle of prayer: We are to 

pray to God, our Father.  Now you may think that this is obvious.  We are 

not to pray to idols of wood or stone, like the pagans do.  Everyone knows 

that.  And we are not to pray to the so-called saints, to Saint Jude or to Mary 

or to Peter or Paul.  As Protestants we know that very well.  But there is 

more to it than this.  You see, many of the prayers that are, on the surface 

addressed to God are not really lifted up to him at all.  For example, even 

though they begin, “Dear God our Father,” they are lifted up to others.  

James Boice spoke of this in the following way: 

 Years ago a minister from New England described an ornate 
and elaborate prayer offered in a fashionable Boston church as “the 
most eloquent prayer ever offered to a Boston audience.”  This was 
perceptive, for he meant that the prayer was much more concerned 
with impressing the preacher himself and his listeners than with 
approaching God.    
 Do your prayers bring you into the presence of God, or do they 
make you like the Boston preacher?  Isn’t it true that often, perhaps 
most of the time when you pray, you are really thinking far more of 
your friends, your busy schedule, or what you are asking for than you 
are of the Great God whom you are approaching and of whom you are 
asking it?  



 Some prayers are offered, not to others, but to ourselves. Our Lord 

made this point in telling the story of the two men who went up to the 

temple to pray.  Do you remember the Pharisee’s prayer?  “God, I thank you 

that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like 

this tax collector.  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.”  He 

wasn’t praying to others.  He wasn’t praying to God.  He was praying to 

himself.  He used his prayer to exalt himself.  R. A. Torrey sums it up in his 

book on the power of prayer when he said, “we should never utter one 

syllable of prayer, either in public or in private, until we are definitely 

conscious that we have come into the presence of God and are actually 

praying to him.”   

 True prayer has to do with communing with God.  Coming into his 

presence.  Speaking and listening.  But if this is what prayer is, a question 

arises immediately, doesn’t it.  “Okay, Ken.  I see the point.  I understand 

that prayer is communing with God.  What I don’t see is how prayer is even 

possible.  How can a sinner approach the throne of a holy God?”  That leads 

us to the second indispensable principle of prayer.  Prayer must be made 

through Jesus Christ.  More specifically, it is only through the death of Jesus, 

through his atoning sacrifice, that we are able to approach the throne of 

grace and mercy in our time of need.  Only as we stand before God justified 



by the blood of Christ, washed and made new will our holy, holy, holy God 

hear us.  This is how it is put in the Letter to the Hebrews: 

 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, and since we have a great 
high priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a 
sincere heart in full assurance of faith… 

Let me say two things here.  First, we cannot approach God except 

through the shed blood of Jesus Christ.  If that blood has not been applied to 

your heart through a true and living faith that Christ has died for you, for 

you personally, then you cannot come before the Father.  Jesus puts it this 

way in John 14 where he makes it absolutely clear: “I am the way and the 

truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”  This is 

an iron rule that cannot be broken.  It is immutable.  But second, and here is 

good news for you, all who come “with a sincere heart in full assurance of 

faith” will be received, heard and answered.  The Lord urges, more, he 

commands people to approach God the Father in this way, with faith and 

trust.  He commands people to approach the throne of grace and be blessed.  

God grant us grace that we might not neglect so great a salvation. 

 Now before we go on to the next great principle, let me add this.  

There is a necessary implication to the fact that there is one and only one 



way to come to God in prayer.  Boice puts it very well.  Listen to what he 

says: 

 This means, of course, that prayer is for believers only.  It is not 
for the heathen.  It is not for the atheist.  It is not for the good man 
who, though good morally, nevertheless regards Jesus as nothing more 
than a man.  Prayer is for Christians, and it is for Christians 
exclusively.  The best man or woman in this world is unable to come 
into the presence of God on the basis of any self-merit.  Nor can that 
person receive anything from God on the grounds of his or her own 
goodness.  And yet, on the ground of the shed blood of Jesus Christ, 
the worst sinner who ever walked on the face of this earth but who has 
turned from his sin and accepted Jesus Christ as his Saviour can come 
any day of the year, at any hour of the day or night, and with boldness 
can speak out for the longing of his heart and receive from God what 
he asks for. 

 Prayer first of all must be addressed to God the Father.  Second, it 

must be done through the Lord Jesus Christ.  The third principle is this: 

Prayer must be carried out in the power of the Holy Spirit.  The whole 

Trinity is involved in prayer.  In Ephesians 2, as he speaks of Jew and 

Gentile, the Apostle Paul says, “for through him [that is through Jesus 

Christ] we both [that is, Jew and Gentile alike] have access to the Father by 

one Spirit.”  The word translated “access” is prosagoge.  It literally means 

“an introduction.”  It is the work of the Holy Spirit to introduce us to God.  

He draws us to Christ.  He leads us into the presence of God.  He instructs us 

in how it is we are to pray.  I like the way C. S. Lewis describes this when he 

illustrates the Trinity.  He said something to this effect.  Imagine a man at 



prayer.  He is kneeling beside his bed at night.  He is speaking to the Father 

in heaven.  But beside him, picture Jesus with his hand on his shoulder.  

Jesus is encouraging and strengthening the man at prayer.  But there is still 

more.  The Holy Spirit is at work in the man’s heart.  Inclining him to prayer.  

Pointing him to the Father.  Giving him the words he needs to express what 

lies on his heart and to lay before God words of adoration, confession, 

thanksgiving and supplication.  All three persons of the Trinity are deeply 

involved with the life of a man at prayer.   

We pray to the Father, through Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

That leads us to the fourth principle of prayer.  When we pray, when we do it 

in the way Jesus describes, we are able to pray with supreme confidence.   

We can be sure that our prayers will be answered.  This does not mean that 

we are able to lift up stupid, unthinking prayers and they will be 

automatically answered; we are to have a knowledge of God’s will and 

God’s ways and apply that to what we ask.  That should go without saying.  

What Jesus is getting at here is this: our God is able and willing to answer all 

our prayers that are according to his good and perfect will.  God is willing.  

He is far more willing to answer our prayers that we are to bring them before 

him. 



 Does that seem a bit much to you?  Do you doubt God’s ready answer 

to prayer?  John’s First Letter, 3:22, says, “And whatever we ask, we receive 

of him, because we keep his commandments, and do those things that are 

pleasing in his sight.”  John is saying that his prayers are always answered 

and that he has full confidence that they always will continue to be 

answered.  How can he make that claim?  Well, he not only makes the claim, 

but he states why it is so.  He says his prayers are answered because he 

keeps God’s commandments and does those things that are pleasing in his 

sight.  That’s the key. 

 R. A. Torrey tells the story of a woman who attended his church but 

was not a member.  When he asked her why, she said that it was because she 

didn’t believe the Bible.  When he asked her why again, she said that it was 

because she had tried out the Bible’s promises and found them to be untrue.  

When asked what she meant, she replied, “The promise says that whatever 

things you desire when you pray, believe you shall receive them and you 

shall have them.  I once prayed for something very earnestly but I didn’t 

receive it, so the promise failed.” 

 Torrey said that that was no proof that the promise had failed.  “Why 

not,” she asked.  “Doesn’t is say that you shall receive whatever you ask for 



if you believe?”  Torrey then said, “It says something like that, but first you 

have to ask yourself, “Are you one of the “you’s”.  She didn’t know what he 

was talking about so he pointed her to that verse from I John and explained.  

The promise isn’t made to every professing Christian.  The prayers God 

answers are prayers made by those believers in Christ who keep his 

commandments and do those things that please him.  Then he asked if she 

kept the commandments.  She admitted she did not.  The promise was not 

intended for her.  The good news is this.  Torrey reported that soon after this 

encounter the women rededicated her life to Christ and came to know the 

truth about Scripture and answered prayer. 

 Let me make one last point.  If you have begun to pray and you sense 

that God seems to be so far away that he doesn’t seem real to you, there may 

be one of two things wrong.  First, it might be that sin or disobedience is 

blocking your prayers.  Psalm 66 says this: 

Come and listen, all you who fear God; 
let me tell you what he has done for me. 

I cried out to him with my mouth; 
his praise was on my tongue. 

If I had cherished sin in my heart, 
the Lord would not have listened; 

but God has surely listened 
and heard my voice in prayer. 

Praise be to God, 
who has not rejected my prayer 
or withheld his love from me! 



Before going to God we must confess our sins to him.  We cannot approach 

God and cherish sin both.  It will be one or the other.  We must come before 

him with a broken and contrite spirit.  That is the spirit that God will honour 

and bless. 

 But if you have done that, if you have cleared your accounts before 

God, and it still seems that when you try to pray things fill your mind or 

worries descend or things obscure the sense you should have of God’s 

presence, what should you do?  Should you continue to pray?  Should you 

stop?  Try this.  Be still and, looking to God, ask him to work in you through 

the Spirit to make him real to you and to bring you vividly into his presence.  

A lot of Christians have found that some of their most blessed times of 

prayer have begun when they started out without a clear sense of God’s 

presence, but come into it in a wonderful way through prayer itself.  So 

don’t put it off.  And don’t give up.  Remember that through faith in Christ 

the Almighty God is your Father.  Being Almighty God he is able to answer 

prayer.  Being your Father he is willing.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   

  

   


