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For some reason, lots of folks seem to think that ministers are better at praying than anyone else
The pastor shows up at a dinner and who is asked to give the blessing?
While it's less common today than in the past, at a community event a pastor is invited to offer
the invocation
When I joined the Charleroi Rotary, who do you suppose got assigned the lunchtime grace?
Until I told them anyone could do it and gave them a sheet with a dozen prayers
The fact is, I never had a class on prayer in seminary
I learned about prayer at our family mealtime and bedtime, in church and Sunday School
I recall hearing the Lord's Prayer's rumbling cadence through the sanctuary every Sunday
And I learned about prayer as I grew up and came to understand I needed God's guidance
My prayers are usually pretty simple; no theological wording, no stained glass inflection in my voice
Sometimes my prayers are only seconds long; other times, very long (you won't hear those)
Prayer, to me, is simply talking to God and, perhaps more importantly, listening
“Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10) – Prayer doesn't even need words all the time
So you can pray as well as any of us clergy can, but maybe the scriptures can offer to all of us some
guidelines and suggestions for making prayer more meaningful and more powerful in our lives. So lets
take a look
Requirements for effective prayer:
1 – Purity of heart – Pharisee and Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14)
The Pharisee comes in bragging to God about what a great guy he is
“I tithe, I fast; I'm not like all these other riff raff, including that tax collector over there”
In the final analysis, the Pharisee is only talking to himself; his “prayer” goes unheard
The tax collector, on the other hand, comes with humility and repentance
He realizes he's a sinful man and simply prays, “God have mercy on me, a sinner.”
Jesus tells us, he's the one who went home justified, “For all those who exalt themselves will be
humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”
So to pray effectively, we must approach God with purity of heart.
2 – We must pray according to God's Will – 1 John 5:14 “This is the confidence we have in
approaching God: that if we ask anything according to His will, he hears us.”
Note it doesn't just say, “if we ask anything, God hears us”, but rather, “anything according to
His will
Is what I pray for consistent with God's will and purpose, or simply my own?
We can become pretty good at convincing ourselves that what we want is what God
wants, but is it? Do we even really want to know?
In John 14:13 Jesus says, “I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be
glorified in the Son.”
To me, concluding a prayer “in Jesus' name” is a significant test of what I'm asking
Is this something Jesus would pray? Is it something He would endorse? Is it consistent

with Jesus' teachings and example?
When our daughters would ask us for something, if it was consistent with our principles it
would likely be provided; but if not, it wasn't going to happen
To pray effectively, we need to be sure we are consistent with God's Will
3- We need to pray with faith and belief – Mark 11:24 “Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in
prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.”
I remember when I was working in the library at college an attractive young lady often worked
the same hours and I wanted to ask her out – kept putting it off; didn't think I had a chance
So one evening I got up some nerve and did ask and she said, “I don't think so”
Was it my lack of confidence in myself? Or a self-fulfilling prophecy, “She probably wouldn't
want to go out with me.” Whatever the case, that never went anywhere
When we feebly pray to God, and doubt it's going to make any difference, we set ourselves up
for a similar self-fulfilling prophecy. We think,“It's not going to happen” and it doesn't
In Mark 9 we have the story of an epileptic boy whose father comes to Jesus for help
He has his doubts - “If you can do anything, have pity on us and help us.”
Jesus' response is “IF?” “Everything is possible for one who believes”
And the man responds, “I do believe; help my unbelief!”
God created the world and all that is in it; the universe surrounding us; the sun, the moon, the
stars and the planets, all in perfect harmony. The earth is in just the right place for life to
flourish and all the minerals and food sources we need are provided by the hand of God.
If God can care for all of that, He can care for our individual needs
It's something we can believe in. To pray effectively, we need to believe
4- When we pray, we need to have a forgiving spirit – Matthew 5:24 - “If you are offering your gift at
the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your
gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift.”
When we have unresolved issues with others, it puts us at a distance from God as well
To be forgiven, to be heard in prayer, we need to first be willing to forgive where forgiveness is
needed
5 - We need to be persistent in prayer – Luke 18:1-8 (The Unjust Judge) – review
In the parable, this woman can't afford a bribe and so has to hound the judge to get justice
After a while he finally caves in and awards her the case
Point of the parable is not that we need to hound God, but that we do need to be persistent
How important is what I'm praying for to me? Do I just mention it in prayer a time or two and
forget it, or do I make it a matter of continual prayer demonstrating that it is important?
If your child or grandchild asks you for something and you say, “no” and their response is “OK”
that request goes unfulfilled
But if they return with a similar appeal and maybe back it up with some reasoning, there
might be a reconsideration
We need to be continual and persistent in prayer; not hit or miss; not off and on
6 - Our prayers should be simple – Matthew 6:7 “And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like
pagans, for they think they will be heard for their many words.”
Sometimes when I pray, I can sense God telling me to get to the point – say what's really on my
mind instead of fumbling around trying to say it right
When Jesus encounters Bartimaeus, who is blind, in Mark 10, Jesus asks, “What do you want
me to do for you?”
Bartimaeus comes right to the point, “Rabbi, I want to see.”

No formula, no right words, just a heartfelt, simple straightforward request which Jesus
fulfilled – Our prayers need to be simple

Now let's see what the scriptures tell us about why prayers are sometimes not answered, at least in the
manner we had hoped they would be.
1 – Unrepented sin – Psalm 66:18 - “If I had cherished sin in my heart; the Lord would not have
listened.”
What sort of baggage do you have in your life that is a barrier between you and God?
Is there something there that you know is inconsistent with God's will, ways and approval?
Remember that Pharisee earlier – no repentance at all; didn't even think he had any sins
When we use that ACTS formula to prayer, Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication
you'll notice “confession” comes before we make our appeal
The thief on the cross next to Jesus at the Crucifixion was repentant and despite all his misdeeds
and failings, Jesus guaranteed him eternal life
Even if you haven't been able to rid yourself fully of whatever sin you possess, you need to be
truly penitent and seeking to overcome it for your prayers to be heard
2 - Selfishness – James 4:3 “When you ask you do not receive because you ask with wrong motives,
that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.”
If it's all about me, God's not going to honor that
If I pray to God for some blessing, or about some need I may have, I need to look
beyond myself – how can what I'm granted through this prayer benefit not only me,
but others and God's Kingdom as a whole?
A couple years ago, I had a case of sciatica – very painful, really limited me
I prayed that God would heal me of that – like Bartimaeus asked Jesus to heal him
But in my prayers, I didn't just ask for relief, though that was primary, but also that I
might be able to do the things I needed to do for the church and for my family; things
I was limited from carrying out due to the pain
When that prayer was fulfilled, I did indeed offer a lot of prayers of thanks in response
Our prayers need to be beyond ourselves
3 - Doubt – James 1:6-7 “When you ask, you must believe and not doubt, because the one who doubts
is like a wave on the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. That person should not expect to receive
anything from the Lord.”
This goes back to that idea of needing to have faith for effective prayer
James is pretty clear here; if you doubt, why bother asking?
Along with that is the fact that we need to trust in God, His will, His ways, His plan which
could be different from what you wish or expect
4 – Our prayers are not answered if they are not in keeping with God's will – again referring back to
one of the requirements for effective prayer in 1 John 5:14, “If we ask anything according to His will,
He hears us.” But the prayer must be within God's Will.
So, prayer is something any of us can offer to God. There is no particular formula, or wording, or
posture required, but just purity of heart, faith, forgiveness, persistence, simplicity and awareness of
God's Will for our lives.

