


When You Pray
Matthew 6:5-8

Prayer is one of the great mysteries of life and faith. Let’s start today with a simple True or False test. Just one question.

True or False?
· Prayer changes things.

Ponder. We know God has a sovereign plan. He is in control of all things and is directing them all according to His pre-ordained purposes. Yet, Jesus exhorts us in Matthew 7:

True!
· Prayer changes things.
“Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened… How much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” Matthew 7:7-8,11

Ok. Prayer clearly changes things, or why would Jesus repeatedly tell his disciples to pray, asking in His name for the Father to do things in response to those prayers? Later in Matthew, a man comes to Jesus with his son who is having seizures. That story has fresh meaning for me just now. 

And Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of him, and the boy was healed instantly. 19 Then the disciples came to Jesus privately and said, “Why could we not cast it out?” 20 He said to them, “Because of your little faith. For truly, I say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.” Matthew 17:18-20

This passage fits with the one in John 14 where Jesus says this audacious thing to his disciples.

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father. 13 Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. 14 If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” John 14:12-14

Greater works. Why? Because Jesus Himself intercedes for us. As we pray in His name, for His glory and in service to His kingdom, we can confidently and boldly believe that Jesus will work in answer to our prayers. So YES - prayer changes things. Prayer changes the world. 

Prayer changes things. In fact, it is the only thing that does.

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/why-prayer-changes-things/

Of course, it isn’t prayer that accomplishes anything, it is GOD who does the work. “Prayer is the slender nerve that moves the hand of God,” is how Spurgeon said it. James the apostle said it even more clearly:

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.” James 5:16-18

The Elijah example is one from the Bible that shows how God used the prophet’s prayer to stop the rain for 3.5 years. Then God prompted Elijah to pray and the rain came again. It wasn’t that Elijah was perfectly righteous. It was simply that Elijah responded to God’s leading and took the step to pray. 

What changes when we pray?
1. The circumstances of the world
2. Our own hearts and lives

The Bible is clear that God uses our humble prayers to influence the day-to-day details of the world. Your prayers DO matter. Our prayers together DO make a difference. God is the great Conductor who orchestrates our prayers with His great purposes in the world. And it isn’t a spiritual fake-out, like a magic trick or coincidence. It’s a genuine reality that your response to the Holy Spirit’s leading to pray for me or another sick friend or a lost family member factors into God’s sovereign plan for history and genuinely changes things. 

Along the way, our own hearts also change. Listen to Paul’s prayer in Eph. 3

“That you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” Ephesians 3:17-19

You can live your Christian life more or less on EMPTY by neglecting the practice of prayer. Or we can seek the fullness of the Holy Spirit by setting our hearts and our clocks to pray. One more important thing that changes when we pray:

What changes when we pray?
1. The circumstances of the world
2. Our own hearts and lives
3. God’s particular action in the moment

This one will make us pause since we know that God does not and cannot change. It’s a challenging reality for the Perfect Being. So it’s not that God’s character or intent or heart changes. But it’s clear in Scripture that God DOES sometimes change His mind in answer to prayer. Exodus 32 is one of the clearest examples.

“And the LORD said to Moses, ‘I have seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people. Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them, in order that I may make a great nation of you.’” Exodus 32:9-10

This was the golden calf incident. Moses was on Mount Sinai receiving the 10 commandments as God’s great gift to His holy people He had miraculously saved from Egypt with 10 mighty plagues. Seeing the glorious presence of God on the mountain, do the people worship and wait? No. They conclude that Moses is dead and decide to make their own god from gold. And Aaron fashions a golden calf for the people to worship. 

Here God says to Moses, the one innocent Israelite: “I’m going to wipe out this whole nation of Israel” – around 2 million people! – and I’ll start over with YOU, Moses. You’ll be the new Abraham. A new, great nation from you. 

“But Moses implored the LORD his God and said, ‘O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you have brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? …Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you swore by your own self…’ And the LORD relented [regretted, repented] from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his people.” Exodus 32:11, 13-14
Most translations don’t say that the Lord REPENTED because it doesn’t feel respectful or appropriate theologically. But the Hebrew word there means “to change your mind,” which is what Biblical repentance is about. Again, God does not change. But the prayer of Moses, interceding for the nation, did change something that day. It changed God’s immediate action. It changed God’s mind. God was truly about to destroy the entire nation of Israel and start over with Moses. But hearing Moses’ prayer, hearing Moses appeal to God’s own promises, changed the situation. 

So, does prayer change things? Yes. Unequivocally, yes. Here is how a really smart Bible teacher has put it:

“God has devised prayer as a means of enlisting us as participants in the work he has ordained, as part of the outworking of his sovereign rulership over all. . . . The relationship between divine sovereignty and petitionary prayer can be stated by this word: participation.” Bruce Ware

This is the amazing thing about the Christian life overall – that God invites us to participate in His divine life and the outworking of His plan for history and the world. C.S. Lewis says we shouldn’t be surprised that God invites us to join His work through prayer because it’s how God does everything. 
· We pray, “Give us this day our daily bread,” and God almost never magics bread onto the ground or onto our plates for us to pick up and eat. Usually, God has farmers plant seeds and water seeds and grow wheat and harvest the wheat so that bakers can make bread and we can buy bread using money we have earned in other ways. Listen to Jack.

“God could, if he chose, repair our bodies miraculously without food; or give us food without the aid of farmers, bakers, and butchers; or knowledge without the aid of learned men; or convert the heathen without missionaries. Instead, he allows soils and weather and animals and the muscles, minds, and wills of men to co-operate in the execution of his will. ‘God,’ said Pascal, ‘instituted prayer in order to lend to his creatures the dignity of causality.’” C.S. Lewis 

Amazingly, in His grace, God invites us to join in His work in the world. He invites us to participate in His grand work of renovation and transformation of all things in Christ. 

Our passage today in the Lord’s prayer will give us three reminders that each comes with an application to pray.
Remember that Prayer is:
1. Not a Show for people  
“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.” Matthew 6:5 

We saw this last week with giving. All of our disciplines of righteousness must be done for the Lord alone, not as a performance to win the approval of people. You can feel the head shake from Jesus here. You stand out in the heat all day, reciting Scripture from memory and praying long prayers. Well, hope you enjoyed it. That’s all the reward you’ll get. So don’t use prayer to put on a show. Make it a gift of loving devotion to the Lord. And because it’s all about RELATIONSHIP with Jesus, pray Regularly!

1. Prayer is not a Show for people
· But a Gift of devotion to the Lord
· So pray Regularly 
“Pray then like this: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come…” Matthew 6:9-10

Just as your parents want you to check in with them throughout the day, as a formality but because you love them and they love you, so God as our Father in heaven wants that same kind of relationship. The Psalms express this frequently:

1. Prayer is not a Show for people
· But a Gift of devotion to the Lord
· So pray Regularly 
“Give attention to the sound of my cry, my King and my God, for to you do I pray. O LORD, in the morning you hear my voice; in the morning I prepare a sacrifice for you and watch.” Psalm 5:2-3

The morning is a great time to direct our hearts and minds to the Lord in Scripture and in prayer. So is midday and evening and nighttime. The point is to pray REGULARLY. To make it a habit and pattern of your life. 

1. Prayer is not a Show for people
· But a Gift of devotion to the Lord
· So pray Regularly 
“Every day I call upon you, O LORD; I spread out my hands to you… But I, O LORD, cry to you; in the morning my prayer comes before you.” Psalm 88:9,13

When should we pray? As often as possible and practical. How often should you call or text your wife? Or kids or parents? Whenever you can! 

We pray in order to call down God’s blessings on people, but the prayer is not ultimately for people, it is our gift of love and devotion to the Lord. Prayer is first and foremost about WORSHIP and thanksgiving. The progression of prayer goes like this:
· First, we think of prayer as a religious duty or obligation, trying to save our souls
· Second, we “say our prayers” as a necessary discipline, like sit-ups, trying to make ourselves grow by our own efforts[image: ]
· Third, we begin to connect with God in prayer and try to use prayer to get what we want or to have some kind of emotional experience
· Over time, we start to get the point, and almost accidentally realize, it was never about the words or the minutes or the tasks, but it was always about a RELATIONSHIP with God as our Father who loves us. It was about DEVOTION. Worship. Love. 

So really, it’s just one transition, which is our second point today: moving from religion to relationship.

It is natural for all humans to start out by thinking in terms of religion: some means by which we can earn our way to atone for our sins and win favor with God or heaven or whatever supernatural force is out there. How do you score points and manipulate fate in your favor? 

Even if you go regularly to a good church and read a good translation of the Bible, it is natural to think first in terms of religion and only later get to the realization that it was never about scoring points but was always about developing a relationship with your Father in heaven. 

I vividly remember learning to “do my devotions” in middle school and high school. And I became very convinced that when I read the Bible and spent some time in prayer it meant I would do better in school and in sports and “with the ladies.” Did it ever work? Of course not. But sometimes I convinced myself that it did.

I now imagine some poor girl on the other side of this equation doing her devotions and really hoping that if she did it just right this one guy would leave her alone. Her name was Kristin Maggard and God very much answered her sincere prayers – so we didn’t meet until I had matured a fair bit, though I still had a long way to go. 

The breakthrough happened for me at summer camp when my schedule was more open and I saw older counselors just out in the woods, reading the Bible on their own. And they would talk throughout the day and sing around the campfire like this Jesus stuff was actually real. Like they really love Him and He really loved them. I experienced the relationship with God I had heard about my whole life. Here is how Jesus said it:

Remember that Prayer is:
2. Not a Religion to score points 
“But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” Matthew 6:6

Don’t miss that important little word there: WHEN. We will see that again several times as we did with giving. WHEN you give. WHEN you pray. WHEN you fast. WHEN you forgive others is an implied “when.” These disciplines by which we grow in our own holiness and store up treasure in heaven and seek to build up the kingdom of God here in this world – they are not optional. They are expected of followers of Jesus.

But this is not a religion. It is not that giving, praying, fasting and forgiving and serving and sharing the good news EARN us anything with God. Jesus earned EVERYTHING. He paid for all of our sins – there is nothing left for you to pay for. Jesus lived a life of perfect righteousness and gave that perfection to you as a gift in response to your faith alone. One older preacher summed it up memorably this way:

Religion is about what you must do.
Christianity is about what Jesus has DONE.

Religion is like a ladder you have to build and climb in order to get to God and heaven. It’s about your effort, your discipline; doing the right things in the right way and to the proper extent. The trouble is there are so many ladders to choose from – how can you be sure you’ve chosen the right religion? How can you be sure you’ve worked hard enough at whatever religion you’ve chosen? 

That’s the ultimate problem with any religion: you can never be sure. And truthfully, no matter how hard you work, no matter how much you “pray,” it isn’t enough. There is always more you can and should do. 

Which is why Jesus came. To do what you and I could never do. To fulfill the righteous requirements of the Law of God. To live a life of perfect righteousness and then lay down that life for sinners like you and me. 

Religion is a ladder you have to climb. Jesus is a rocket ship. You just have to get on board by asking Him to let you on. “Jesus, forgive me for all of my failed attempts at religion. I know I don’t deserve to go to heaven and be with you forever, but will you forgive my sins and bring me with you?” 

The Bible promises that “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” Everyone. Simply calling on Jesus in faith. That’s it. That’s all. Simple trust in Jesus. Do you have your ticket? Or are you still wearing yourself out on the ladder of religion? 

The good news is that Jesus is very used to picking people up at the bottom of that ladder. In fact, He sometimes knocks the ladder down on purpose, as He did with Saul the Pharisee. Zap. Think again. 

Remember that Prayer is:
2. Not a Religion to score points 
· But a Relationship with our heavenly Father 
“But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” Matthew 6:6

This is why the Lord’s prayer begins with those two wonderful words, “Our Father…” It’s just about you and Him. Think of the unimaginable glory of this truth: when you close your eyes and pray to your heavenly Father, the God of all glory and grace is right there with you. Of course, He was always there, but suddenly you know it. You feel His presence. You feel the arms of the Good Shepherd around you. You know the love of the Father for the prodigal son or daughter. 

Remember that Prayer is:
2. Not a Religion to score points 
· But a Relationship with our heavenly Father 
“He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” John 1:11-12

This is the wonder of the Lord’s prayer that we pray to “Our FATHER in heaven.” Yes, God is spiritual and holy and in heaven, so removed from us in every way. Yet He is our FATHER who is close to us and loving and understanding, patient and gracious in every way. 

We pray like children to a loving Father. 

2. Prayer is not a Religion to score points 
· But a Relationship with our heavenly Father
· So pray Joyfully 
“What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent… If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 
Luke 11:11, 13

If we as earthly parents know what our children need and do all we can to give good gifts to them when they ask, how much more should we rejoice to pray to our heavenly Father, knowing that He will give us what we need and bless us in every way!

Listen to how Paul prays in Ephesians 3:

2. Prayer is not a Religion to score points 
· But a Relationship with our heavenly Father
· So pray Joyfully 
“That you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” Ephesians 3:18-19

When we realize that prayer is not a religious duty but a blessing of relationship with our loving Father in heaven, it changes from a burden to a JOY. To be filled with all the fullness of God as we experience personally the love of Jesus – how wide and long and high and deep is this love that surpasses knowledge. One more reminder and application.
Remember that Prayer is:
3. Not a set of Magic words or practices 
“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words.” Matthew 6:7

We get a look at this in Elijah’s contest with the prophets of Baal. It’s one of the funniest moments in the Bible as the prophet of God challenges the false prophets to do something to get the attention of their god of the storm. He seems to be sleeping, or away on vacation – or maybe using the bathroom. So, the prophets of Baal dance around, yelling and screaming and even cutting themselves with knives. But there is no response. Nothing happens. Until Elijah prays. And then the lightning falls from heaven and consumes the altar, the offering and all the water that the prophet had just poured on it.

That is the mindset toward prayer of the untaught gentiles: it’s all about adding up words and minutes and emotion – and if you are sincere enough or pray hard enough or long enough, then you will get what you ask for. That was true in ancient times, and it remains the common mindset today.

Again, this ties back to the whole idea of religion. Really, it treats God as a vending machine. If I put in enough money or minutes or believe hard enough, God will give me health or prosperity or success for my children.  

Remember that Prayer is:
3. Not a set of Magic words or practices 
“Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” 
Matthew 6:8

Let’s not pray like those who don’t have the Bible. We don’t pray to some impersonal god or some distant deity. We pray to God our Father who is present with us in the person of the Holy Spirit. We pray in the name of Jesus, the God who came near to be with us. Not only to pay for our sins on the cross, but to make it possible for us to have a loving relationship with God now and forever. 

3. Prayer is not a set of Magic words or practices 
· But a Discipline of personal faith
“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father.” John 14:12 

Don’t miss that point Jesus makes: whoever BELIEVES in me will do the works I do. Our obedience to the Lord, in prayer, in service, in outreach – is all a fruit of our FAITH in the Lord Jesus. Listen to how He goes on.

3. Prayer is not a set of Magic words or practices 
· But a Discipline of personal faith
· So pray Confidently
“Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” John 14:13-14

Jesus Himself is at the Father’s right hand and makes intercession for us – that is why He says His disciples will do GREATER THINGS than He did on earth, because of His prayer for us; and because we pray in His Name. Yes, we must pray in His Name, for His glory and according to His purposes. But when we do so, we can pray with confidence, expecting and trusting Him to answer those prayers. 

3. Prayer is not a set of Magic words or practices 
· But a Discipline of personal faith
· So pray Confidently
“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” Hebrews 4:15-16

Scripture invites us to pray with confidence and boldness because of JESUS. Not because of our worthiness or effort; not because of our religious achievements or faithfulness. Entirely because Jesus is our faithful high priest and we pray in His Name to our loving Father in heaven. 

So here is our summary for today:

Remember that Prayer is:
	1. Not a Show for people
· But a Gift of devotion to the Lord
	1. So pray Regularly 

	2.   Not a Religion to score points
· But a Relationship with our heavenly Father 
	2. So pray Joyfully

	3. Not a set of Magic words or practices
· But a Discipline of personal faith
	3. So pray Confidently 



Three reminders about prayer:
1. It is not a show to impress people.
2. It is not a religion to score points 
3. or manipulate God like a vending machine with magic words.

Rather, prayer is:
1. A gift of devotion and worship to the God of all glory and grace
2. Prayer is not a religion but a relationship with our Father in heaven
3. And prayer is not magic but instead a discipline of faith.

Therefore, three applications:
1. Pray regularly to the God who is worthy of our love and devotion
2. Pray joyfully to our Father in heaven who delights to spend time with us
3. And pray confidently, knowing that Jesus lives to intercede for us and we pray in His Name. 

What better way to close a service about prayer than by taking COMMUNION together? 
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