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INTRODUCTION

Anyone  who sets about writing a book on prayer �n-
ev�tably does so w�th a great  measure of d�ffidence, even 
reluctance. Hav�ng found th�s myself, I have tr�ed to as-

sess why �t should be so, and I th�nk the answer �s twofold. F�rst �t 
�s because prayer �s an �ntensely personal area of one’s l�fe, and we 
all have a natural reluctance to speak or wr�te about personal mat-
ters. The second reason �s not unrelated to the first: �t �s because we 
all have a deep sense of �nadequacy �n th�s area of our Chr�st�an 
l�v�ng, and a conv�ct�on that here above everywhere we have a far 
greater need to be taught than to teach. Before you beg�n to read 
th�s book,  I would l�ke to affirm that conv�ct�on for myself.  I find 
prayer at one and the same t�me a great del�ght and a major chal-
lenge. I am reluctant to pray, and often find myself troubled by 
wander�ng thoughts when I do. But I am encouraged to find that 
so many greater men than I have found the same problems. Tho-
mas Watson, the Pur�tan, confesses that ‘Chr�st went more read�ly 
to the Cross than we do to the throne of  grace’. Mart�n Luther 
compla�ns that he �s not so �ntent on the subject of h�s prayers as 
h�s dog �s on �ts d�nner!

But whatever the d�fficult�es, there �s no doubt that through-
out the B�ble, prayer �s fundamental and not supplemental �n the 
personal and corporate l�ves of God’s people. Nowhere �s th�s 
more exempl�fied than �n the l�fe and teach�ng of Jesus, and �n the 
l�fe and m�n�stry of the apostol�c church. That we need to learn 
th�s pr�or�ty �n our generat�on most urgently �s demonstrated by 
the fact that none of us would have d�fficulty �n answer�ng the  
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quest�on ‘Wh�ch �s the least well attended meet�ng �n my church?’. 
It �s of course the prayer meet�ng. Th�s can only be because we 
regard the m�n�stry of prayer as supplemental rather than funda-
mental �n the Church of Jesus Chr�st. It �s my most earnest des�re 
that �f th�s l�ttle book accompl�shes anyth�ng, �t may be a contr�bu-
t�on to revers�ng th�s s�tuat�on �n the Chr�st�an church.

Eric J. Alexander
November 2011
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A Biographical Prologue

A BIOGRAPHICAL PROLOGUE 
ON KNOWING GOD

This is eternal life: that they may know you,  
the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.

John 17:3

The first real Christian I ever knew at close quarters 
was my brother. He was four years older than I and he 
had just completed h�s Nat�onal Serv�ce. It would be d�f-

ficult to �mag�ne the scene at our fam�ly breakfast table one morn-
�ng, when a letter arr�ved from my brother tell�ng us that he had 
become a Chr�st�an wh�le serv�ng �n the army. 

I confess I was a b�t apprehens�ve when he later returned home. 
We had been regular attenders at our local par�sh church, and I was 
under the �mpress�on that our whole fam�ly were Chr�st�ans. I had 
prepared myself to rece�ve some k�nd of rel�g�ous man�ac �nto the 
fam�ly. However, to my great surpr�se my brother scarcely spoke 
about h�s new-found fa�th; the transformat�on �n h�s l�fe was so 
complete and obv�ous that I was deeply cur�ous about what �t was 
exactly that had happened to h�m. H�s favour�te way of descr�b�ng 
�t was to say that he had ‘come to know God through Jesus’. How 
strange, for I thought that, hav�ng been through Sunday School 
and B�ble Class, I knew a fa�r amount about God and Jesus.

Then one even�ng �t struck me. My father asked my brother �f, 
before go�ng to bed, he would lead the fam�ly �n prayer about an 
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�mportant dec�s�on wh�ch had to be made. After he had fin�shed 
pray�ng and left the room, I sa�d to my parents, ‘He speaks to God 
as though he really knows h�m.’ My mother added, ‘I th�nk he 
does.’

One of my great d�fficult�es, on the rare occas�ons when I tr�ed 
to pray, was that I felt I was speak�ng to somebody I d�d not really 
know—a stranger. Could that, I wondered, be the s�mple truth?

In a later conversat�on, my brother po�nted out to me that 
knowing about God was s�mply a matter of research, whereas know-
ing God was a matter of relat�onsh�p. Know�ng about God m�ght 
eventually make you �nto a clever theolog�an but, accord�ng to the 
words of Jesus, �t would not g�ve you eternal l�fe and make you a 
Chr�st�an.

In the Gospel of John (14:6), Jesus sa�d, ‘I am the way and the 
truth and the l�fe. No one comes to the Father except through me. 
If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well.’ I gradu-
ally began to real�se that these words of Jesus, �n John 17:3 and John 
14:6, were tell�ng me two th�ngs:

F�rstly, they were tell�ng me that there �s only one God to know 
(‘That they may know you, the only true God’). Thus Jesus d�d not 
bel�eve �n a plural�ty of gods. Of course there are many gods whom 
people worsh�p, but they are false gods.

And secondly, that there �s only one way to know this God, and 
that �s through Jesus Chr�st, the person God sent �nto the world 
and �n whom God makes h�mself known. 

I had always bel�eved that there were almost �nnumerable ways 
to God. But �f that were true, then what Jesus sa�d was untrue. 
There was no room for doubt about what Jesus had sa�d. Ne�ther 
was there room for doubt about what happened �n my brother’s 
l�fe, wh�ch was now so redolent w�th truth and real�ty. Truth was 
what really mattered to h�m now, and for th�s reason he became 
a d�l�gent student of the B�ble. He was more balanced, sane, and 
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clear-m�nded than I had ever known h�m. I deeply longed to have 
the same fa�th �n Chr�st, the same real�ty �n my relat�onsh�p w�th 
God, and the same assurance of eternal l�fe as my brother pos-
sessed and enjoyed. I frequently asked God to open my eyes that 
I too m�ght come to know h�m. W�th�n a few months, God had 
answered my plea, and I was drawn (�t �s the only word I can use) 
to know h�m, and to want to know h�m more and more.

I have been a Chr�st�an now for more than s�xty years. If there 
�s one th�ng I have learned wh�ch �s perhaps more �mportant than 
anyth�ng else, �t �s that know�ng God �s a progress�ve, grow�ng 
exper�ence and not someth�ng stat�c. That �s why Paul, w�th years 
of Chr�st�an exper�ence beh�nd h�m, could say �n h�s letter to the 
Ph�l�pp�ans, ‘I want to know Chr�st’ (Phil. 3:10). Th�s �s a feature 
that we all recogn�se �n our human relat�onsh�ps. We may ask a 
fr�end, ‘Do you know so and so?’ and they may answer, ‘Vaguely, 
but not personally’, or ‘We are �n touch now and aga�n’, or ‘Of 
course I know h�m, our relat�onsh�p �s close and deep and very 
prec�ous to me.’ You could use s�m�lar language to speak of our 
knowledge of God �n Chr�st. The human parallel also g�ves the 
clue to what l�es beh�nd the depth of a relat�onsh�p. A personal 
relat�onsh�p deepens when we spend t�me �n another’s presence 
and when there �s a flow of one m�nd and heart to another. Our 
knowledge of God grows and develops when he speaks to us and 
reveals h�mself to us �n h�s Word (the B�ble), and when we speak 
to h�m �n prayer and pra�se.

When I was newly converted, I remember ask�ng my brother, 
‘How can I learn to pray?’ I remember h�s reply to th�s day. ‘Why 
don’t you try ask�ng Jesus what h�s d�sc�ples asked h�m at the be-
g�nn�ng of Luke 11, “Lord, teach us to pray.”’ Then he added, ‘I’m 
sure there �s noth�ng he would rather do.’

Why don’t you pray the d�sc�ples’ prayer before you read any 
further �n th�s book? 
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What is Prayer?

WHAT IS PRAYER?

We must begin our thinking by cons�der�ng what 
‘prayer’ �s. Of course, to beg�n w�th some k�nd of def�-
n�t�on �s not a necess�ty exclus�ve to prayer; �ndeed �t 

could be appl�ed to almost every subject. But c�rcumstances make 
the necess�ty more press�ng �n the twenty-f�rst century. The fact �s 
that few subjects are so much m�sunderstood, even �n the evangel�-
cal Chr�st�an church at th�s t�me, as the subject of prayer. There-
fore, �t �s an �nd�spensable necess�ty to clar�fy what we mean by 
‘prayer from a b�bl�cal perspect�ve’.

At the outset, we need to ‘clear the ground’ of some of the most 
common m�sunderstand�ngs.

F�rstly, prayer �s not an al�b� for do�ng noth�ng—a subst�tute for 
work. In my own exper�ence, prayer �s actually the hardest k�nd 
of work I have ever had to do. Indeed, �n h�s excellent book on 
the subject of prayer, Professor Hallesby has an ent�re chapter on 
‘Prayer as Work’.1

Secondly, prayer �s not s�mply or ma�nly ‘ask�ng God for th�ngs 
we need’ as one prayer manual suggests. It �s not just a means of 
obta�n�ng favours from God. Indeed �t �s pr�mar�ly worsh�p and 
adorat�on of God for h�s greatness and grace.

Th�rdly, prayer �s not a mechan�cal rec�tat�on of a form of words 
wh�ch we have learned, to enable us to ‘say a prayer’. That �s the m�suse 
of our Lord’s famous �nstruct�on �n what we call ‘the Lord’s Prayer’.
1 O. Hallesby, Prayer (London: Inter-Vars�ty Fellowsh�p, 1948), pp. 46-48.

1
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Fourthly, prayer �s not the preserve of an ‘el�te’—�t �s not an 
act�v�ty solely reserved for the great sa�nts of Scr�pture and Chr�s-
t�an h�story, or even a cler�cal caste.  Zephan�ah 3:9 speaks of a day 
when God w�ll ‘pur�fy the l�ps of the peoples, that all of them may 
call on the Name of the Lord’.  Even the youngest and newest be-
l�ever has access to the throne of God. For th�s pr�v�lege, Chr�st’s 
blood was shed.

F�fthly, prayer �s not conf�ned to certa�n ‘holy places’.  The B�ble 
teaches us that wherever we are and whatever our c�rcumstances 
we may ‘call on the name of the Lord’. Thus Chr�st�ans do not 
need to make p�lgr�mage to spec�al places to pray. God �s omn�-
present �n the un�verse, and every place can be ‘holy ground’.

Where, then, can we f�nd a def�n�t�on of prayer?  Well, desp�te 
the fact that �t �ns�sts that prayer �s the most �mportant of all our 
act�v�t�es (for example, Luke 18:1; 1 Thess. 5:17; Acts 6:4), the B�ble 
nowhere g�ves us a comprehens�ve def�n�t�on of prayer. I would 
suggest that �s because prayer def�es def�n�t�on.  Instead, we have to 
ask God, as the d�sc�ples asked Jesus, ‘Lord, teach us to pray’. And 
�t w�ll take us a l�fet�me to learn.

But �f you �ns�st on a def�n�t�on, let me refer you to the words 
of John Calv�n who �n h�s commentary on Isa�ah says, ‘Prayer �s 
noth�ng else than the open�ng up of our heart before God’.1 

From the negat�ve, I now want to turn to the pos�t�ve teach�ng 
of Scr�pture, and ask, ‘Of what does prayer cons�st?’. The B�ble 
�ncludes the follow�ng elements �n true prayer:

F�rstly, �n prayer we are enter�ng �nto God’s presence through 
the access obta�ned for us �n Chr�st’s sacr�f�c�al death. So the 
wr�ter of the letter to the Hebrews encourages us, ‘Therefore, 
brothers, s�nce we have conf�dence to enter the Most Holy Place 
by the blood of Jesus…let us draw near to God’ (Heb. 10:19-22).
1 John Calv�n, Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Vol. 4 (Ed�nburgh: 
Calv�n Translat�on Soc�ety, 1853), p. 353.



�

What is Prayer?

A second element of prayer �s worsh�pp�ng and ador�ng God for 
all that he �s. Th�s �s the constant act�v�ty of the redeemed people 
of God �n heaven, and we have examples of �t �n many parts of the 
book of Revelat�on (for example, �n chapters 4 and 5). But �t �s also 
the f�rst duty and ch�ef del�ght of the bel�ever �n th�s world. The 
Psalms are full of worsh�p and adorat�on, and so, for example, are 
the prayers of Moses, Samuel, Jerem�ah, and Dan�el �n the Old 
Testament. But above all when our Lord taught the d�sc�ples to 
pray, as we shall f�nd later �n th�s book, he taught them to beg�n 
‘Our Father who art �n heaven, may your name be hallowed’.  That 
�s a des�re for the honour of the name or character of God, and �t 
�s to be our f�rst concern �n prayer. To see what th�s means, read 
Psalms 95 and 145, or Paul’s doxology �n Romans 11:33-36.

Th�rdly, �n prayer we are pra�s�ng and thank�ng God for all that 
he does. Pra�se �s of the essence �n prayer, and yet we f�nd that the 
psalm�st has to call upon h�s soul to remember and not forget the 
benef�ts the Lord has bestowed upon h�m. He then rec�tes them 
before God, as �n Psalm 103. For the good of our own souls, we 
need to do the same. Talk�ng to ourselves �n th�s way �s a s�gn of 
sp�r�tual well-be�ng, not of mental decay! If we develop a sp�r�t 
of �ngrat�tude and thanklessness before God, we need to remem-
ber Jesus’ rebuke to the ungrateful lepers whom he had cured, and 
Paul’s l�st�ng of �ngrat�tude as a mark of the moral decl�ne of the 
last days �n 2 T�mothy 3:2. The regular read�ng of Scr�pture �s the 
best way to fuel a sp�r�t of thankfulness.

 Fourthly, prayer cons�sts of humbl�ng ourselves before God 
because of what we are, and confess�ng our s�n and fa�lure. 
Th�s sp�r�t �s nowhere better expressed than �n Ezra’s prayer �n 
Ezra 9:6: ‘O my God, I am too ashamed and d�sgraced to l�ft 
up my face to you, my God, because our s�ns are h�gher than 
our heads  and our gu�lt has reached to the heavens’. As mere  
creatures before our creator, and as s�nners �n the presence of an  
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�nf�n�tely holy God, we are bound to humble ourselves as we 
draw near to h�m. Confess�ng our s�ns �s not just acknowledg-
�ng that we are s�nners. The word �n the or�g�nal Greek, ‘ho-
mologeo’, really means ‘to say the same th�ngs’, and the �dea �s 
that we have learned to say the same th�ngs about s�n as God 
says, and to v�ew �t as he does. But when we confess our s�ns, 
we do not cont�nue to brood unhealth�ly over our s�n. Rather 
we glory �n the fact that ‘If we confess our s�ns, he �s fa�thful 
and just and w�ll forg�ve us our s�ns and w�ll pur�fy us from all 
unr�ghteousness’  (1 John 1:9).

A f�fth element of prayer �s suppl�cat�ng at God’s throne and 
pet�t�on�ng h�m for the good th�ngs for wh�ch we are totally  
dependent on h�m. What are these good th�ngs? They are the 
fullness of h�s perfect w�ll for h�s ch�ldren. So Jesus teaches us to 
pray,  ‘Your w�ll be done…on earth as �t �s �n heaven’. And the  
Apostle John tells us �n 1 John 5:14, ‘Th�s �s the conf�dence we have �n  
approach�ng God: that �f we ask anyth�ng accord�ng to h�s w�ll, he 
hears us’. How do we know what God’s w�ll �s? I know of no better 
answer to that quest�on than that of John Newton, the converted 
slave trader.  Here �s an extract from a letter he wrote to a fr�end 
on the subject:

In general, he gu�des and d�rects h�s people, by afford�ng them, �n 
answer to prayer, the l�ght of h�s Holy Sp�r�t, wh�ch enables them 
to understand and to love the Scr�ptures… By treasur�ng up the 
doctr�nes, precepts, prom�ses, examples and exhortat�ons of Scr�p-
ture �n the�r m�nds and da�ly compar�ng themselves w�th the rule 
by wh�ch they walk, they grow �nto an hab�tual frame of sp�r�tual 
w�sdom, and acqu�re a grac�ous taste, wh�ch enables them to judge 
of r�ght and wrong w�th a degree of read�ness and certa�nty, as a 
mus�cal ear judges of sounds.1

1 John Newton, Letters of John Newton (London: Banner of Truth Trust, 1960, re-
pr�nt 2011), p. 88-9.
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That, of course, does not mean that there �s no mystery �n the 
w�ll of God, but �t does emphas�se the cry�ng need for sp�r�tual  
d�scernment amongst the Lord’s people, wh�ch normally 
comes from be�ng schooled �n Scr�pture.

The s�xth element of prayer �s �ntercess�on for others. Help�ng 
h�s younger compan�on to develop a prayer m�n�stry, Paul wr�tes 
these words to T�mothy �n 1 T�mothy 2:1: ‘I urge then, f�rst of all, 
that requests, prayers, �ntercess�on and thanksg�v�ng be made for 
everyone’. Th�s does not �mply the k�nd of pray�ng my parents 
heard before we went to sleep at n�ght. I found a sure way of not 
be�ng accused of leav�ng someone out of my prayers by say�ng, 
‘God bless everybody �n the world’! Intercess�on �nvolves tak�ng 
the needs of a part�cular person or group �nto your heart �n order 
to plead before God for them. It means that you have a spec�al �n-
terest �n or concern for them. You w�ll go out of your way to learn 
about the�r needs. Someone has sa�d, ‘The network of our relat�on-
sh�ps �s the sphere of our �ntercess�on’. The closer the relat�onsh�p, 
the more �ntense the �ntercess�on. 

Of course, the perfect example of �ntercess�on �s �n the m�n�stry 
of our Lord Jesus Chr�st. He saw how v�tal �ntercess�on was when 
he warned Peter that Satan des�red to s�ft h�m l�ke wheat (Luke 
22:31). How Peter must have trembled! ‘But’, sa�d Jesus, ‘I have 
prayed for you’. If you are a bel�ever, you may have the same en-
couragement Peter must have found, because the B�ble tells us that 
th�s same Jesus, now exalted at the r�ght hand of h�s Father, ‘ever 
l�ves to make �ntercess�on for us’ (Heb. 7:25). An example of that 
�ntercess�on �s �n John 17, wh�ch we w�ll cons�der �n a later chapter. 
These then, �n outl�ne, are the const�tuent parts of b�bl�cal prayer.
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A THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION

The slightly pretentious title for th�s chapter just 
means that there are a number of truths wh�ch the B�ble 
lays before us and presses upon us �n relat�on to prayer, 

and we do need to spend a l�ttle t�me th�nk�ng about them. They 
are the foundat�on on wh�ch we must bu�ld our th�nk�ng about 
prayer, and there are at the very least three of them, to wh�ch prayer 
�s related: 

a. Prayer �n relat�on to grace 
b. Prayer �n relat�on to fa�th
c. Prayer �n relat�on to Chr�st�an l�v�ng
I shall say most about the first, less about the second and least 

about the th�rd.

PrAyEr ANd GrACE
It �s very obv�ous �n the B�ble that God has made a marr�age 

between prayer and grace, and the bond �s at least threefold:
F�rstly, prayer �s grounded �n God’s grace. There �s a sense �n 

wh�ch the grand object of salvat�on �s to br�ng ban�shed s�nners 
�nto the presence of God, as h�s reconc�led ch�ldren, w�th the cry 
upon the�r l�ps, ‘Abba, Father’. Th�s �s what Peter �s speak�ng about 
�n 1 Peter 3:18, ‘Chr�st also d�ed for s�ns once for all, the r�ghteous 
for the unr�ghteous, that he m�ght br�ng us to God.’ S�m�larly Paul 
tells us �n Ephes�ans 2: 18 that the outcome of what God has done 

2
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for us �n Jesus’ death �s that ‘through h�m we both have access to 
the Father’.

The ult�mate problem of man �n h�s s�n �s that he has no access 
to God, �s shut out from h�s presence, and �s not on speak�ng terms 
w�th h�m. That �s why the person who �s outs�de of Chr�st may try 
to pray but finds �t �s ‘l�ke speak�ng to someone you do not know’. 
Now the real problem beh�nd that �s that we cannot by ourselves 
do anyth�ng to put �t r�ght. We cannot ga�n access to God by some 
qual�ty we possess by nature, or some effort we make of ourselves. 
The wrath of a holy God aga�nst our s�n cannot be d�spelled so 
eas�ly. In fact, the B�ble tells us that our only hope �s that God 
may do someth�ng from h�s s�de to effect a reconc�l�at�on. It �s for 
th�s reason that we shall never th�nk r�ghtly about prayer unt�l we 
th�nk r�ghtly about the cross and the amaz�ng depths to wh�ch 
the grace and mercy of God stooped to ach�eve our reconc�l�at�on 
to h�m. The great mystery to wh�ch th�s po�nts �s focussed �n the 
cry of Jesus from the outer darkness of s�n-bear�ng, ‘My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?’ As he trava�led on the cross to 
br�ng us access to the Father, Jesus was h�mself den�ed that access 
and exper�enced the real�ty of that derel�ct�on wh�ch �s really the 
 �naccess�b�l�ty of God. But what he �s do�ng �n th�s aston�sh�ng 
d�splay of God’s grace, h�s undeserved love to s�nners, �s enabl�ng 
them to ‘enter the hol�est by the blood of Jesus’.

Prayer �s therefore grounded on God’s sav�ng grace �n Jesus 
Chr�st, and the sheer wonder of what th�s meant made �t �mpos-
s�ble for the apostles to th�nk l�ghtly of the pr�v�lege of access to 
the Father.

Secondly, prayer �s also an ev�dence of grace. As the ev�dence 
of l�fe �s a cry, so the ev�dence of grace and sonsh�p �s the cry 
‘Abba, Father’. Thus �t �s that Paul’s exper�ence of God’s grace 
on the Damascus road was rat�fied to Anan�as �n Acts 9:11 by 
the Lord po�nt�ng to a s�mple fact: ‘Behold he �s pray�ng’. Of 
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course, as a devout Phar�see, Paul had sa�d prayers d�l�gently and 
frequently �n the past. But he was now d�scover�ng the d�fference 
between say�ng prayers and pray�ng. Jesus h�mself �llustrates th�s 
d�st�nct�on �n h�s p�cture of the proud Phar�see �n the temple, 
who hav�ng no awareness of need�ng to deal w�th God on the 
bas�s of free grace, ‘prays w�th h�mself ’ (Luke 18:11) whereas the 
publ�can could not br�ng h�mself to l�ft up h�s head, but beat h�s 
breast and cr�ed to God for mercy. In Acts 9:11, Paul �s �n the 
place of the publ�can, and th�s humbl�ng of h�s proud Phar�sa�c 
sp�r�t �s a true ev�dence of grace. Indeed the B�ble tells us that �t 
�s poss�ble to recogn�se the true ch�ld of God because he ‘calls on 
the Father’ (1 Pet. 1:17), wh�ch �s the ult�mate contrast w�th the 
ungodly who ‘do not call on the Lord’ (Psa. 14:4). Prayer �s thus 
an ev�dence of grace.

Th�rdly, prayer �s a means of grace. God �s not only sovere�gn 
and grac�ous; he also del�ghts to be entreated by h�s ch�ldren, and 
has decreed certa�n means by wh�ch h�s grace �s brought to us. 
Prayer �s one of these. Th�s �s the truth wh�ch l�es beh�nd so much 
of Jesus’ teach�ng on prayer, as we shall d�scover a l�ttle later. He 
teaches us to ask, seek and knock, that the r�ches of the Father’s 
grace may become ours.

Paul l�kew�se sets an example to the churches of how cen-
tral a pray�ng m�n�stry �s �n seek�ng the sp�r�tual growth of a 
church. He frequently tells h�s correspondents how constantly 
he prays for them (for example, �n Col. 1:9) and recogn�ses that 
the Coloss�ans’ growth �n grace and �n the knowledge of God 
and the�r fru�tfulness �n l�fe and serv�ce would pr�mar�ly be fur-
thered by h�s pray�ng for them. He was pray�ng them on sp�r�tu-
ally. He also recogn�sed that the fru�tfulness and effect�veness 
of h�s m�n�stry was closely l�nked to the fa�thful pray�ng of the 
churches. Only God knows how much we need such truth to 
dawn upon the church and her m�n�sters �n our own t�me.
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Prayer �s a means of God’s grace. If we really bel�eved that, and 
took �t ser�ously, then prayer would become fundamental, �nstead 
of supplemental, �n all our th�nk�ng about Chr�st�an work and 
serv�ce.

PrAyEr ANd FAITH
Prayer �s l�nked w�th fa�th �n Scr�pture �n the sense descr�bed �n 
Hebrews 11:6: ‘Whoever would draw near to God must bel�eve 
that he ex�sts, and that he rewards those who seek h�m.’ In other 
words, �t �s our understand�ng of God, �n h�s nature and character, 
that most deeply affects our pray�ng. It �s the character�st�c of fa�th 
to focus not upon �tself but upon �ts object. The prayer of fa�th �s 
therefore prayer wh�ch rests upon the glor�ous character of God, 
wh�ch �s why Hudson Taylor, founder of the Ch�na Inland M�s-
s�on, sa�d so often, ‘It �s not great fa�th we need so much as fa�th �n 
a great God.’ In prayer fa�th reaches out to three part�cular aspects 
of God’s be�ng. 

F�rst to h�s character as the Sovereign Lord of the universe. So we 
speak of com�ng to ‘the throne of grace’ and acknowledge that God 
rules over all that he has made. The apostles rem�nd God of th�s 
�n the prayer we find �n Acts 4:24-30: ‘Sovere�gn Lord’, they cry, 
‘you made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everyth�ng �n 
them.’ The same appeal to God’s character �s made �n Abraham’s 
prayer �n Genes�s 18, �n Jehoshaphat’s �n 2 Chron�cles 20, and �n 
Jerem�ah’s �n Jerem�ah 32.

Secondly, �n prayer fa�th reaches out to God’s promises, and trusts 
that every word he has spoken w�ll come to pass. So Chr�st�ans often 
speak about ‘plead�ng the prom�ses of God’ and ask�ng h�m to fulfil 
what he has sa�d �n h�s word. For example, when the bel�ever falls 
�nto s�n, he or she must �mmed�ately plead God’s prom�se �n 1 John 
1:9 about h�s w�ll�ngness when we confess our s�n to cleanse us from 
�t, and pray that we may rece�ve what God has prom�sed.
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Th�rdly, �n prayer fa�th reaches out to the good and perfect will of 
God. The great scr�ptural example of th�s �s our Lord Jesus Chr�st 
�n Gethsemane, recorded for us �n Matthew 26:39. There Jesus �s 
fac�ng the awful prospect of bear�ng our s�n and God’s wrath on 
Calvary, but what he beseeches the Father for �s ‘not my w�ll but 
your w�ll’. Here �s one of the most v�tal lessons we could ever learn 
about prayer. The prayer of fa�th �s not a petulant �ns�stence on 
gett�ng what we want, but a trustful confidence �n the Father’s 
w�sdom, love and care for h�s own.

In the l�ght of th�s, �t w�ll be seen how v�tal �s the relat�on be-
tween our att�tude to Scr�pture and our prayer l�fe. It �s the Chr�s-
t�an whose heart and m�nd are filled w�th the knowledge of God’s 
w�ll and ways and character who w�ll pray the prayer of fa�th. ‘Fa�th’, 
wr�tes John Calv�n, ‘rests not on �gnorance, but on knowledge’1. So 
�t �s that �n that long psalm (Psa. 119), pet�t�on after pet�t�on �s 
made ‘accord�ng to your word’.

PrAyEr ANd CHrISTIAN LIvING
It �s �mposs�ble to separate someone’s prayer l�fe from the rest 
of the�r l�fe as a Chr�st�an. That �s why �n Matthew’s Gospel, the 
Lord’s Prayer �s embedded w�th�n the Sermon on the Mount, the 
purpose of wh�ch �s to teach the d�sc�ples how to l�ve. The Lord’s 
Prayer �s �ndeed a pattern prayer, as �s often sa�d. But before �t �s 
a pattern for pray�ng, �t must be a pattern for l�v�ng, and for th�s 
reason: no man or woman can make the pr�or�t�es of the Lord’s 
Prayer the language of the�r own prayers, unless they are also the 
pr�or�t�es of one’s own l�fe. The very th�ng Jesus warns aga�nst, �n 
the context of Matthew 6, �s a d�vorce between the heart and the 
l�ps, result�ng �n the hypocr�sy wh�ch �ntends prayer for the ears 
of men rather than the ears of God. Th�s �s the root of pray�ng �n 
1 John Calv�n, Institutes of the Christian religion, trans. F. L. Battles, ed. J. T. Mc-
Ne�ll (Ph�ladelph�a: Westm�nster Press, 1960), 111. 11. 2.
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publ�c for th�ngs we don’t really want, but s�nce we th�nk �t would 
be sp�r�tual to want them �f we d�d, we say we do! No d�vorce �s 
more trag�c than th�s one.

We therefore need to ask ourselves, ‘Do I really want the hal-
low�ng of God’s name, the extens�on of h�s k�ngdom and the rule 
of h�s w�ll more than all else �n my l�fe—even more than my da�ly 
bread? Are these really the pr�or�t�es by wh�ch I l�ve?’. So �t �s that 
�n prayer as well as everywhere else, the person I am �s of �nfin�tely 
greater s�gn�ficance than the words I speak.

Now, lest we be daunted or d�scouraged, let us take encourage-
ment from the grac�ous prov�s�on God has made for h�s ch�ldren 
as they pray. He has taught us that the ent�re Godhead consp�res 
together to a�d us. The Father assures us from h�s throne of h�s 
sovere�gn power (‘There �s noth�ng too hard for you’—Jer. 32:17). 
The Son �s ascended to the Father’s r�ght hand, ever l�v�ng to make 
�ntercess�on for us (rom. 8:34). And the blessed Holy Sp�r�t �n-
dwells every ch�ld of the Father, and when we find �n our weakness 
that we do not know what to pray for as we ought, ‘He �ntercedes 
for us w�th s�ghs too deep for words’ (rom. 8:26).

So when we ask of God, ‘Lord teach us to pray’, �t �s true that 
there �s noth�ng he would rather do. But �t may cost us more than 
we first thought.

 


