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I have chosen this subject to-night—our Lord's teaching regarding prayer—not only that 
we might have the profit of consulting for a little while the mind of our Lord, but in the 
hope that our study of this passage may lead some of you who have been afraid of the 
exercise of prayer to enter into the practice of prayer, which stands at the gateway of 
Christian life. For the very simplicity and winsomeness of our Lord's teaching in this 
passage is such that the prayerless life is left without excuse.  
 
And as we shall speak about what the Lord says on prayer, will you try to think of Him as 
One Who, by His teaching wished to remove the difficulties that have been in our way 
and show the simpleness and directness of prayer? The passage before us is, I believe, a 
deliberate, ordered and complete statement of Jesus' mind on this subject so close to the 
heart of God. From that point of view let us look at it. 
 
I. HONESTY 
"And when thou prayest." Before we go any further let us notice the things Jesus does not 
say, i.e., let us notice the things that He assumes. As a religious Teacher He did not begin 
by trying to prove everything. There were certain things that He assumed.  
 

 He assumed God;  
 He assumed the existence of the human soul;  
 He assumed the certainty of judgment, which, mark you, is not so much a doctrine 

as an instinct of the human heart. So here He makes a certain assumption.  
 

1. He does not begin as we should expect Him to begin.  
2. He does not begin, for example, by first explaining the necessity of prayer.  
3. He assumes that. Now why did Jesus assume the necessity of prayer? Because, in 

point of fact, everybody does pray. We sometimes discuss whether praying is any 
good or not, but, as a matter of fact, given only that our extremity is severe 
enough, every one of us would pray. When Mr. Moody was coming home once 
from England an accident befell the steamer on which he and his son were 
traveling. The machinery broke down and naturally there was a good deal of 
disturbance among the passengers. After the ship had been tossing about 
helplessly for a couple of days a service was held at Mr. Moody's suggestion, and 
he said everybody joined in that service and all prayed, whether they were 
Christians or skeptics. Yes, where the necessity is great everybody prays, and the 
trouble is with us that, though we do not call ourselves skeptics, we may just 
leave prayer over until the great crises come. Nobody in this assembly has made 
up his or her mind never to pray. But as long as everything is running smoothly 
we do not often think of prayer. 
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Now it was the desire of our Lord Jesus Christ that we should not relegate prayer to great 
crises, for in great crises we are not quite ourselves, and He was extremely anxious that it 
should be our real selves that prayed. He was desirous that we should make prayer a holy 
commonplace of our daily lives. In the same book in which I was reading about the 
accident that occurred to Mr. Moody,  
 
I noticed also that Mr. Moody did not have many long "seasons of prayer" because it was 
his daily rule and habit to consult the mind of his Master. As he was driving about these 
woods here he would at times stop his carriage and simply pour out his soul in 
thanksgiving and prayer to his heavenly Father. Jesus then does not waste any time 
discussing the necessity of prayer. 
 
Nor is there anything said in this passage about Times Of Prayer. I am interested in His 
beginning in this way: "And when thou prayest." In almost any devotional book you may 
get hold of, you will find suggestions as to the hours when you should pray. One of the 
most famous of these is that by William Law called "A Serious Call to the Devout Life."  
 
In that book is a suggestion for praying at nine o'clock in the morning, a suggestion as to 
your meditation at twelve o'clock, noon, and a suggestion that you pray at three o'clock, 
and for each you are given a series of subjects for meditation. "And when thou prayest."  
 
We cannot easily fit ourselves into any yoke of organized hours of prayer. We are glad to 
hear all people have to say about the morning watch and evening prayer, but sometimes 
we feel as though we do not want to join any prayer union because we feel we could not 
submit to organization of our prayers. Look at the Lord's words, "When thou prayest." He 
does not say anything about organization of prayer. He does not say anything about rules 
for prayer.  
 
Why? I suppose because He recognized that while it was desirable that our prayer should 
possess the element of regularity, it was also desirable that the element of impulse should 
be there. Anyway He lays the responsibility upon each of us—"When thou prayest" —as 
though He would say: "Choose your own times to pray. The responsibility for time lies 
with you." 
 
Further, Jesus here does not give a Definition Of Prayer. I wonder why? May it not be for 
this reason that the act of praying is in itself irreducibly simple? You cannot define things 
that are so simple that they do not need defining. You can only define a word by putting 
it down in simpler ideas. What is prayer? Is it not simply asking for what you want? That 
is the first thing you do when you come into the world. 
 
Praying is a very simple thing. What, then, about the difficulties of prayer? Let us locate 
them. Let me try to do that for you by referring to this simple sentence, I pray to God. 
There are three parts in that sentence: "I—pray to—God." Now where do the difficulties 
lie? Not in the middle term, the verb "pray."  
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Praying is as simple as possible. The difficulties lie in the words, "I" and "God"—"I" the 
praying subject, "God" the Person prayed to. Now begin to look at what is in the passage. 
The very first thing you notice is this, Jesus insists that the praying subject should be 
discovered. He begins this way, "And when thou prayest, thou shalt not be as the 
hypocrites are." Immediately we feel that that term does not apply to us. It is not a word 
that hits us at all, we are not hypocrites. But there are very few full-blown hypocrites in 
the world.  
 
For every one of them there are a thousand self-deceived persons who are on their way to 
hypocrisy. Now let us see what Jesus meant, for He did not use a word that should fly 
over our heads at all. To explain the word He uses I must take you back to its history. The 
theaters in the ancient Greek world had an immense open auditorium in which they could 
have very large audiences of perhaps 25,000 people. The audiences were so large that the 
actors upon the stage did not attempt, as I understand our modern actors do, to increase 
the effect by using any make up—paint or powder—to change the facial expression. But 
it was necessary for the actors to be made larger than life, and so they wore big, thick 
stockings and sandals, which made them look considerably larger than life.  
 
Then they had a mask to throw over the face, which fixed the expression, sometimes in a 
ridiculous way. And between the mouth of the mask and their own mouth they had a 
mouthpiece, so as to make their voices reach to audiences of 25,000 people. 
 
You say, "What has this got to do with prayer?" Well, wait a moment. On the very early 
Greek stage there were only two persons: the play was a sort of dialogue. One would ask 
a question and the other would answer, and so Hypocrites—the answerer—came to be the 
Greek word for actor, the man who goes on the stage, makes himself up so as to look 
larger than life, with a fixed expression on his face, and with a voice that is not his natural 
voice.  
 
That was the meaning of the word when our Lord used it. "When thou prayest, thou shalt 
not be as the actors," with the thought behind of the actor as I have tried to describe him. 
Friends, do we begin now to find ourselves here described? When you have been asked to 
pray have you never done anything that is comparable to what you can imagine the Greek 
actor did as he was standing in the wings waiting to take his part on the stage?  
 
Have you never put on a mask that would give your face a very solemn expression, and 
changed your voice, and tried to look larger than life? We smile as we hear this 
description, but when some of us pray we do fling masks over our faces and give them 
very solemn expressions; then we stalk on the stage much larger than we are in life and 
we pray. "When thou prayest, let there be nothing dramatic about you. Let there be 
nothing spectacular, let there be nothing histrionic." 
 
Let me put it to you another way, in case some of you do not catch the idea. There are 
certain desires which are the common subjects of prayer, and we say these are the things 
we wish. We often say we wish to be holy, and in the distance holiness looks very 
beautiful.  
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But we are not anxious to be holy when we come close up to the place of sacrifice. There 
are many things we suppose we desire which we do not really desire, and when we go to 
pray sometimes it is not our real selves that pray at all.  
It is just the religious ghost of ourselves, a religious edition of ourselves, a kind of 
Sunday-morning edition, and not the real self at all. I remember reading not long ago a 
sentence which helped me very much. "Be natural in your spiritual life and be spiritual 
in your natural life." When you begin to pray, be natural. First, find yourself. Now that 
is not so easy as it at first looks. It takes a little time to discover one's self, especially if 
we have been living in a social atmosphere which makes for a good deal of deception, so 
that we have been wearing a social mask. Insist, then, in prayer, upon being yourself. Say 
to yourself as well as to God,  
 

 Now this is really my self?  
 It is I who am praying now and not a religious edition of me?  
 Are these things really my own desires?  
 Do I wish for them?  
 Am I prepared to work for them? That, then, is our Lord's first direction: "Be 

Honest: insist that it be you who prays." 
 
II. SECRECY. 
In the next verse we come to this word: "When thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and 
when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret" That is the next thing 
the Lord would have us do, pray all prayers in secrecy. When we first catch this word: 
"enter into thy closet; enter into thy private room," we are a little bit discouraged; and I 
will tell you why. It is because we understood that it is the glory of Christianity that it is a 
religion that can be practiced anywhere.  
 
Now it is notorious that a good many people have not got private rooms. For example, 
with the poor in our great cities, one of the great difficulties of their lives is that it is so 
hard to get into solitude and privacy. But Jesus was not speaking to the so-called middle 
and upper classes when He said, "And when thou prayest, enter into thy private room."  
 
What, then, does He mean? As we look further, we begin to see that He is not speaking of 
anything external. He is referring to the solitude of the spirit, and you may sometimes 
have the solitude of the spirit in a great crowd more easily than you can when you are 
alone. "When thou hast shut thy door."  
 
There are many people here who understand why He said that. For when we go to pray 
one of the difficulties is to "shut the door" of the mind against what intrudes,—
against doubts, against irrelevances, against destructive envies, against unforgiving 
thoughts of others, against wandering of the mind.  
 
How difficult it is to shut these things out! There are some here who have from time to 
time to lead public devotions, and they know how excessively difficult it is to secure this 
solitude, this secrecy in prayer. 
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Why does the Lord Jesus Christ so insist upon solitude and secrecy? Well, He explains in 
the words following. It is because in secrecy we find God. "When thou hast entered into 
thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret." Now, 
I want you to notice that the Lord Jesus Christ here daringly localizes God.  
It is one of the strangest and boldest words that our Lord ever uttered. The Lord knew,—
who knew so well as He?—that God is everywhere, and yet there is a peculiar sense in 
which He is to be found only in secret.  
 
What have been the various ways in which men have sought to find God in the history of 
the world? You can reduce them to these three ways:  
 

1. First, people have tried to find God by distorting and twisting themselves 
physically as the dervishes do. By torturing their bodies, by intoxicating 
themselves, or by refusing food, that is, by some kind of physical self-adjustment.  

2. Secondly, people have tried to find God through some intellectual contortion or 
twist, always arguing and arguing, thinking that if they can turn just one more 
intellectual corner they will come face to face with God.—that is, by some 
intellectual readjustment.  

3. There is a third way, sanctioned by our Lord. Not by physical tortures, not by 
intellectual contortions, but by a moral readjustment do you find God. Jesus says 
in effect: "Get by yourself alone. See that you hide nothing from God. Unveil 
your real self before Him; in that moral process is God found." You see, then, 
that, so far, the directions our Lord has given us are intended to help us, first, to 
discover ourselves, and next to find God. This second point He proceeds further 
to make clear. 

 
 
III. CONFIDENCE. 
The Lord said, "Pray to Thy Father who is in secret." Everything depends upon the kind 
of God we pray to. Or, if you do not like that expression, upon our conception of God. 
When we get into solitude and realize that He is beside us, the substance of our prayer, 
even the order of our prayer, will depend upon our thought of God. Jesus bade us when 
we pray, think of God as our own Father.  
 
Now, what are the chief ideas attached to the Fatherhood of God in the New Testament 
which we may find of value when we pray? First, God is the source of our life, and He 
will own the obligations which rest upon Him because of His being the source of our life. 
When I pray to God in heaven, I pray to Him from Whom my life came, Who hateth 
nothing He has made and to Whom it is natural for me to refer the whole of my life.  
 
If I trust God He will carry out His obligation. Next, His holiness. Jesus was not the first 
religious Teacher Who taught the Fatherhood of God; but He was the first Who taught 
the holy Fatherhood. God is not, as a Father, indifferent to the evil of sin, nor too timid to 
face the work of chastising His children.  
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He is a Father in Whose honor and righteousness, as well as in Whose love, I may have 
absolute confidence. 
 
"And when thou prayest .... pray to thy Father." Do not forget the emphasis which the 
Lord lays upon the word thy, for until you have appropriated God as yours, until you 
remember that He bears a relation personal to you, your prayer will have no meaning.  
 
You know in the early history of religion the individual had not, as a rule, such a strong 
conception of God's belonging to him and his belonging to God. And that is why one 
reads so little in the earlier history of Israel of personal prayer. But Jesus encouraged 
individualization in prayer, "Pray to thy Father." Pray, then, in CONFIDENCE. 
 
IV. SUBMISSION. 
And the next thing the Lord says is this: "When ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as the 
heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking." Now the 
Lord does not mean by that that we must not repeat any of our prayers.  
 
There is one prayer that I have often heard repeated, "Lord, have mercy upon us." In the 
Litany of the Church of England the prayer is repeated thrice: "Lord, have mercy upon 
us; Christ, have mercy upon us; Lord, have mercy upon us."  
 
I have been always thankful for that repetition; because that is a prayer time and again we 
need to repeat. Do not let any heart here which has not much language in prayer ever 
imagine it wearies the Lord by repeating its prayers. He did not say, "Do not repeat your 
prayers." He did not condemn long prayers. He Himself spent whole nights in prayer. 
What He was thinking of is this. I shall best explain it to you by stating what the Greek 
word is that He used here. There was a certain king in Asia Minor who unfortunately was 
afflicted with a stammer in speech, and his voice came in little hammering explosions. 
The Greek word here, said to be taken from a nickname given to that king, and expresses 
this idea of hammering. Jesus, then, does not say, "Do not stammer," but "Do not 
hammer."  
 
Do not peg away at your prayers as though you had to drive something out of God, or as 
though you had to create a mood in God. The Lord Jesus Christ knew there was a certain 
legitimate importunity, and He preached one of His most beautiful parables to illustrate 
it. He told of the man who came along in need of three loaves and he received them only 
because of his importunity. That was lawful importunity, but there is an unlawful 
hammering when it is as though we had to wring our petition out of an unwilling God. In 
paganism there is nothing more characteristic than this unlawful importunity.  
 
The Hindu mother will ask her idol for something, and she then bends her body forward 
and beats the ground with her face. If she does not receive what she wants, very likely 
she will next beat, not the ground, but the idol the conception of God underlying that act 
is characteristic of paganism throughout the world.  
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The Lord said: "Do not use those hammering repetitions; believe that God knows what is 
best for you. Study His will." Thus, Jesus is teaching Submission.  
 
Then follows the Lord's prayer. It is the structure of this prayer that is important: the 
order in which it is built up. I have heard clever men say that they have found in earlier 
Jewish writings bits of the Lord's prayer. They have said this prayer was not original.  
 
But granted that you can find separate bits of this prayer already in existence, nowhere 
else will you find this structure of the prayer, in which we are to put God's desires first 
and not our own. And let me say to you, I think if we had been making a model prayer for 
our own use, we would begin this way, "Lord, give us this day our daily bread," or "Lord, 
give me now my daily bread." 
 
"After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy 
name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done." And after you have prayed those three 
prayers, in fullest sympathy with God's desires, you will be in a fit state to ask for things 
in your own life. Now let me ask you to think of this structure. Remember you are to pray 
for the world first and not for yourself.  
 
What are the three great needs of the world? At this moment the three great needs are 
these:  
 

1. First, the spread universally of the spirit of reverence. "Hallowed be thy name."  
2. What is the next? Spiritual unity; a gathering together into one of all the forces in 

the world for good. How scattered and separated we are! "Thy orderly kingdom 
come."  

3. The third need is this, that out of religion, Christian and heathen alike, the last 
fragment of servility should be taken, and instead of servility there should be son-
-ship, and the joyous doing of the will of God on earth as we can conceive it to be 
done, readily, happily, joyously and without restraint, by the angels in heaven. 
"Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in 
heaven." It is the greatest missionary prayer we could possibly pray. And Jesus 
asks us to put it first, even before our own needs, before we ask for daily bread, 
forgiveness of debts, or deliverance from evil. There is no need for you to add, 
For Jesus' sake, because such prayers cannot be prayed excepting they are in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
 Here, then, according to our Lord's directions, are the four essentials of prayer:  

 
 Honesty,  
 Secrecy,  
 Confidence,  
 Submission.  
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But you say: "I have listened to this address and at the end I do not know what I am to 
pray for. You have succeeded perhaps in showing that prayer is a simple thing, but yet 
there are a good many difficulties in practical life you have not touched upon. What am I 
to pray for?"  
 
Begin with the highest thing. Pray for the highest thing. Did you ever hear these words? 
"If ye then being evil know how to give good gifts unto your children, how much more 
will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask Him."  
 
And I think I hear some young friend in this meeting to-night say: "Pray for the Holy 
Spirit? That is for advanced Christians. I have scarcely begun my Christian life. Why 
should I pray for the Holy Spirit?  
 
It is beginning at the very highest." Well, that is just what the Lord Jesus Christ asks you 
to do. Would it help you to make that practical if I reminded you that there are a good 
many passages in the New-Testament where you would find new light if you would read 
disposition instead of spirit.  
 
Ask to be made like God; get into secrecy and ask the Lord Jesus Christ to come into 
your life. Say, "Lord, may I have Thy holy disposition." One of your great American 
writers once said this (a little more strongly than I would care to put it): "Prayer for 
anything less than the highest is vicious." Seize the truth in that.  
 
There is a way of going to God for our own little needs that is almost mean. Let us begin 
by praying for the highest things. The disposition of the Holy One, begin by praying for 
that. Whatever else you may be uncertain about, this prayer you may be sure is according 
to the will of God. It is as the Puritans said a "good" prayer; and "a good prayer never 
comes weeping home."---Quoted From; Record of Christian Work; Vol. 24; January, 
1905 


