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Practicalities for prayer – Matthew 6:5-15
We have over the past two weeks looked at types of prayer and postures in prayer and I wondered as we look at the final topic in our series on prayer if people had any encouraging stories for their praying and experiments in prayer over the last two weeks?
A minister tells this story of a lady in his church. During the open time of prayer, week after week, she always prayed the same simple prayer. "O Lord, thank you Jesus." The children at church would start laughing every time she opened her mouth because they knew it would be the same prayer—"O Lord, thank you Jesus." Finally somebody asked her, "Why do you pray the same little prayer?" She said, "Well, I'm just combining the two prayers that I know. We live in a bad neighbourhood and some nights there are bullets flying and I have to grab my daughter and hide on the floor, and in that desperate state all I can cry out is, 'O Lord.' But when I wake up in the morning and see that we're okay I say, 'Thank you Jesus.' When I got to take my baby to the bus stop and she gets on that bus and I don't know what's going to happen to her while she's away, I cry, 'O Lord.' And then when 3:00 P.M. comes and that bus arrives and my baby is safe, I say, 'Thank you Jesus.'" She said, "Those are the only two prayers I know and when I get to church God has been so good I just put my two prayers together, "O Lord, thank you Jesus." I love this story because it shows us how simple prayer can be. We can make it so complicated! As we look at practicalities for prayer this morning i want you to keep in mind this lady and two things. The first we mentioned right at the beginning of this series, “You are doing great!” Whatever your pattern of prayer, “You are doing great”. The second is this: Paul writing in the book of Colossians about religious practices says, “Do not let anyone judge you...” (Colossians 2:16) As we explore ways that we might improve our prayer life no-one is judging anyone. No-one judges you, no-one condemns you, we are simply exploring better ways of doing things. Your pattern of prayer – “You are doing great”, your practice of prayer – “No-one condemns you!” There are three things I want to look at this morning.
Praying in private
The first thing I want to look at is praying in private. The context of our series on prayer is our verse for the year, “Pray continually” (1 Thessalonians 5:17) The goal of our praying is to develop that relationship where we are in constant conversation with God. A young mother constantly prayed for her son to know Jesus Christ as his personal saviour and Lord. The young boy would often overhear his mother pleading with God to save her son. Tragically, she died, and because they were so poor had a pauper’s funeral. Many years later the son had become a successful businessman and he decided he wanted to honour his mother with a dignified grave of her own. As they exhumed the bones for reburial those prayers that his mother prayed many years ago came flooding back. As he buried his mother he gave his life to Christ. That constant conversation had had a profound and lasting impression on her son that saved him twenty years after her death. We aim to be in constant conversation with our God.
To help this or augment this goal it is good to set aside specific times of prayer. Some of us will enjoy the beauty of silence and that will help us be aware of God’s presence. Silence for others might be terrifying. Some might find putting some Christian music on creates an atmosphere where they are more conscious of God’s presence. Others may find that distracting noise. Find what helps you to most prayerfully be conscious of God’s presence with you. As we pray allow God’s word to shape our praying. It may be taking verses or promises or images and prayerfully developing them. Before us today is the Lord’s prayer. It can shape the way we pay as we break it down into six parts: The Lord’s character; the Lord’s kingdom, the Lord’s provision, the Lord’s forgiveness, the Lord’s guidance, and the Lord’s protection. As we allow God’s Word to inform and shape our praying, we will find our personal prayer times enriched.
Yet we have also said that prayer is a conversation. It is not solely about us taking our requests to God but stilling ourselves and preparing ourselves to hear from God. A few years ago our verse for the year was from Habakkuk, “I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts; I will look to see what he will say to me...  Then the LORD replied: “Write down the revelation” (Habakkuk 2:1-2) It reminds us that we have to go to that place of prayer, we quiet ourselves and prepare ourselves to hear from God. As we hear him speak we write it down so that we don’t forget what God has said. What helped me in this was someone sharing that they imagine they are sat in a safe place and Jesus comes and sits down with them. In that place that begin a conversation. I have often found that a helpful way to hear from God.
Praying in public
The second thing I want to look at is praying in public. An old man in China called his family round and explained he had taught them everything, he had nothing left to teach. He had met a missionary years earlier and committed 500 verses of scripture to memory. But he had run out of texts to preach to his family. They must pray for the sacred text from which these verses came. They had no idea it was called a Bible. They prayed for two years with no answer all the time the old man encouraging them to be faithful in prayer, it was a test to see if they were really God’s. As they were praying one day a chicken walked in their house and laid an egg. Not knowing whose chicken it was the old man tied a coin to the chicken’s leg and let it go. Ten minutes later there was an anguished cry, “Who tied this coin to my chicken’s leg!” It was a high ranking communist official that had come to visit his brother in the village. The old man owned up and the official wanted to know why he had acted this way. He had never known someone act so honestly. What made him so honest? “Jesus Christ” replied the old man with the confidence of someone who has lived a lot of years. The official wanted to know if there was anything he could do for the old man. He asked for a copy of the sacred texts of Jesus. The official said, “You mean a Bible!” He said he would see what he could do. The family kept on praying for many more months until a young man turned up in their village looking for them. He had seven brand new Bibles. They wanted to know why he had come. He explained he was a member of the underground housechurch movement and had been caught. In prison he had been visited by a high ranking communist party official that had told him he would get him released if he was prepared to go and deliver a Bible to an old man in Gansu. The following day he was released and the communist official gave the man this address. There is power when God’s people come together in prayer. Yet as we pray are there things can help us pray helpfully?
Length – keep it short. Don’t babble. Don’t heap up lots of theological phrases to impress people. God isn’t and that’s all that matters. He knows what we are asking for, he knows our need before we open our mouth. Length does not impress.
Leading – bless others. In public prayer we are praying on the behalf of others, so our prayers should be generally “we” prayers. “I” prayers and prayers that are highly personal and centre on what an individual wants are usually better prayed in private. “We” helps God’s people feel closer to God at the end of the prayer!
Language – use it. Language is powerful and we don’t have to be eloquent to pray in public but it is helpful if we use rather than abuse language. We are trying to help people pray and there is a place for prayers straight from the heart and those that have been beautifully crafted.
Loudness – be heard. Some of us are naturally louder but it is helpful if we are praying in public that we speak up. We have a microphone. Don’t be frightened to stand. When seated our diaphragm is depressed and we can’t make as much noise. What we do say hits the back of the heads of the people in front. Your prayer is worth hearing so be brave and speak up.
Landing – safely does it. All prayers need landing. Sometimes we don’t know how to end and everyone else feels as though they are in an airplane that has run out of fuel heading for a crash landing. Pray your best prayer and then get out of there! For your glory, in the name of Jesus, anything, just land the plane!
I am sure there are other things we could say and you will be able to talk about in our Small Groups. Remember, “you are doing great” and “no judging”, we are simply trying to help one another pray better.
Praying with partners
The third thing I want to look at is praying with partners. A family bought a house but had not realised that they had thousands of blackbirds roosting in the trees on their property. They deposited their waste all over the garden and the pavement outside the house it was not safe to let their child out to play, it took two hours to clean the pavement and the neighbours avoided coming anywhere near. Everything the neighbours suggested was illegal, the council would not come and do anything about it, the last resort was prayer. They read of a Baptist Missionary to China, Bertha Smith, who would simply command vermin to disappear in the name of Jesus. It worked for her and as they were at their wits end they decided to pray that God would move the blackbirds. Several days later a neighbour popped in for a cup of tea when they noticed an eerie silence. They ran out to find all the blackbirds gone. Three or four days later the mother heard the sound of the blackbirds returning. She rushed round to her neighbour to warn her to move her car or it might get bombarded. The neighbour responded, “You prayed, we agreed, the car is not moving” As they went out the blackbirds flew away. They would come back regularly and start to settle in the trees but as soon as they did that they would take flight as though someone was passing electricity through the trees and they were all getting shocked. Ten years later the birds have never returned. Sometimes we need to partner with people and pray. It may not be a church matter that can be prayed for publicly but we need people praying for us. I am extremely grateful for all of you who pray for me. We all need people praying for us.
Many of us will have heard of prayer triplets, three people meeting each week to pray for one another. Fantastic. It doesn’t have to be three, it can be more, but sometimes even the Small Group is a little too large to share and pray about what is happening. As we meet with a couple of people it encourages us to pray, it helps in that discipline of regularly praying, it helps us grow in maturity as people who pray. I really would encourage you to have a group of people that you regularly pray with.
It is important because sometimes you cannot pray for yourself. Someone asked me to comment on the laments found in Psalms, could that have been included in the types of prayer? It could but if you look at most laments the writer turns the lament to praise or to intercession. The point I want to make is this, even though the Psalmist was eloquent and could put into words what he was feeling and what his response should be there are times when life overwhelms us and we do not feel we can pray. If we do not have prayer partners we tend to withdraw yet if we have people who we regularly pray with , at those times they do the praying. They have our backs when we can’t put into words anything because we are overwhelmed. It can happen with any trauma in out life, the loss of a loved one, an overwhelming sense of disappointment or some personal tragedy. When we can’t pray we need those close prayer partners to do the praying for us.

