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After spending three years with Jesus, you would think there would have been a whole list of things that the disciples would have asked Jesus to teach them how to do. Wouldn’t you love to be able to walk on water, to stop storms in their tracks, to know where to catch all the fish you want or to catch a single fish and pay your taxes? Maybe you would like to know how to feed a whole bunch of people when you don’t any food in your house, how to escape an angry mob without them laying a hand on you or how to tell stories that get everyone’s attention. 

The Gospels don’t tell us that the disciples ever asked Jesus to teach them how to do any of these things. They disciples did ask Jesus to teach them how to pray. (Luke 11:1) That’s when Jesus taught them the Lord’s Prayer. Maybe you were taught prayers when you were little or maybe you’ve taught your kids or grandkids some prayers. 

I remember two prayers my mom taught me. One is the common table prayer. “Come Lord Jesus be our guest, and let these gifts to us be blest. Amen.” The other was a night time prayer. “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take. Bless Mommy and Daddy, Mick and David, Kathy and Ben. Amen.” (The members of my family.) One day when we had company, I was asked to pray before we started to eat. I remember that day very clearly. I folded my hands, bowed my head and said, “Now I lay me down to sleep.” The Apostle Paul wrote, “Pray without ceasing.” (1 Thessalonians 5:17 KJV). But I was guilty that day of praying without thinking.

Jesus shows us by His example that prayer is important. Prayer is an ongoing conversation with God. It is a time to be honest with God and a time to listen to God. Prayer is not a performance, it is a request for God’s help to navigate through life. God doesn’t promise that He is going to change the circumstance of our lives. He does promise that He will see us through the tough circumstances of life.

Prayer can be a real challenge. Some people get up at 4:00 or 5:00 every morning to pray. I know people who go on weekend or week long retreats to pray. Martin Luther said, “If I fail to spend two hours in prayer each morning, the devil gets the victory through the day.” 

I can tell you without a doubt that is not me. I have been at conference where we’ve been sent out to pray for one or two hours by ourselves. Some people come back refreshed and energized. If you are one of those people, that’s great. I come back drained. When it comes to a prolong prayer work out, I’m a wimp. If a prayer fitness test required that I prayed two of three hours every day like Luther, I would flunk. I do pray every day. I have my own personal devotion time every morning. And I try to keep an ongoing conversation with God during the day. I’ve learned over time that whenever I tell someone that I’m going to pray for them to do it right away. But don’t ask me to create a prayer journal or tell me that I have to start my day with an hour or more of prayer. Prayer is like worship. We don’t all pray the same or worship the same way. What’s important is that we pray and that we worship the Lord.

So what is prayer? When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray, Jesus told them what not to do. Jesus said, “When you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites who love to pray publicly on street corners and in the synagogues where everyone can see them. I tell you the truth, that is all the reward they will ever get. … When you pray, don’t babble on and on as people of other religions do. They think their prayers are answered merely by repeating their words again and again.” (Matthew 6:5,7 NLT) In other words Jesus said prayer time is not show time and prayer time is not just mindless babbling. No praying without thinking.

In between these two statements, Jesus told the disciples that prayer is a private conversation with God. Jesus said, “But when you pray, go away by yourself, shut the door behind you, and pray to your Father in private.” (Matthew 6:6 NLT) Jesus isn’t saying that we can only pray in private. The Bible teaches us to pray with one another and to pray when we come together in worship. But Jesus emphasizes the importance of an ongoing private conversation with God. 

And He tells us that we should be bring our needs and concerns to God. Jesus said, “And so I tell you, keep on asking, and you will receive what you ask for. Keep on seeking, and you will find. Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives. Everyone who seeks, finds. And to everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” (Luke 11:9-10 NLT) In other words, don’t be afraid to ask because God wants to help us.

When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray, He didn’t give them a lecture on prayer. He didn’t go into a detailed theological study on prayer. Instead he gave them three rules for prayer. First Jesus said just do it. Pray. Talk with God the Father. Second, remove the distractions when you are talking with God. Have you ever tried to talk with someone who is texting or watching TV? It doesn’t work. Jesus removed the distraction by finding quiet places to pray. We need to do the same. Pursue stillness. Look for a quiet place with no TV, no cell phone, no distractions. Third, practice simplicity. Don’t make prayer more complicated than it has to be. Don’t think that you have to use some deep theological language. Prayer is simply talking with God. So talk with God like you would talk with anyone else.

Jesus told the disciples to “Pray like this,” and then gave them the Lord’s Prayer. Max Lucado has written a new book on prayer called, “Before Amen.” Lucado includes in his book what he calls “The Pocket Prayer,” a prayer that summarizes all of the prayers in the Bible. So let’s take a look at it.

· Father. We come to God like a child to his or her daddy. The power of prayer is not from how we pray but who hears the prayer. Because God our Father hears our prayers, we have hope.
· You are Good. Because God is good, we can approach him without fear. Because God is also the Creator of all that is good, He has the power to help us.
· I Need Your Help. How may disasters could we avoid in life if we would turn to God in faith and ask for His help. God keeps His word. We just need to ask and then not take the problem back after we give it to Him.
· Heal Me. God wants us to be physically, emotionally and spiritually whole. The sin and the sickness we have to deal with are the result of our rebellion against God. Because they have the same source, they also have the same cure: Jesus Christ the Redeemer. When we are healed immediately, we should praise God. When we are not healed immediately, we should trust Him.
· Forgive Me. When the guilt we feel for our sin, our selfishness, our rebellion against God leads us to repentance, that’s good. Confession of sins is not a punishment from God. It is a time to expose our sins so that God can extract them from our lives.
· They Need Help. Jesus answers intercessory prayers, the prayers that we offer for others.
· Thank You. We get the chance this week as a nation to offer our thanks to God. Thanksgiving flushes the self-pity out of our lives. Gratitude has a way of silencing grumpiness.
· In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Some final thoughts on prayer. Since God works, prayer works. Since God is good, prayer is good. Since you matter to God, your prayers matter to God. You’re never without hope because you’re never without prayer. Amen. 

