
Intro  
Open your Bibles with me to Matthew chapter 6.  If you don’t have a Bible with you there are some black 
ones in the pew rack in front of you and you’ll find our reading on page 859 of those. 

Last week we talked about generosity as an expression of God’s righteousness in His people.  Today we 
are continuing to look at how God’s righteousness is put into practice but our focus shifts to prayer.  We’re 
going to spend our time today in verses 5-8 but for our reading we’ll pick up at the beginning of the 
chapter. 

This is the Word of the Lord: 

Read 

Prayer 

Thank you for praying with me.  We pray over the reading of God’s Word every week primarily to prepare 
our hearts.  God is always at work, not just during the 40 minutes we’re sitting under the teaching of his 
word, but we ask for Him to guide us specifically during this time as we seek to all be shaped by His truth 
together. 

It’s appropriate, I think, to reflect on that truth today because as we read together you saw that our topic 
for this week is prayer.  It’s also our topic for next week and I have one very specific and simple hope for 
these two Sundays.  My hope is that through studying this text God grows each of us toward a more 
robust prayer life.   

I hope that because we need that.  Each of us, whether we acknowledge it or not, each of us needs 
desperately for God to grow us in the area of prayer.  

There are two areas of personal growth that are vital to the health of our church body: one is Bible 
reading and the other is prayer.  Your personal prayer life, the way you’re exalting God in your own heart, 
the way you’re making intercession for the spiritual growth and other needs of the people in this room, 
depth and breadth of daily prayers are more important to the future of this church than any building 
project or staffing search will ever be. 
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Theologian J.I. Packer wrote: I believe that prayer is the measure of the man, spiritually, in a way that 
nothing else is, so that how we pray is as important a question as we can ever face.  1

I really believe that.  How we pray is as important a question as we can ever face.   And if we’re honest 
with ourselves most of us would admit that our current prayer life needs to grow.  Some of us would say 
our prayer lives need to grow desperately.  Others, maybe, would say our prayer life is nonexistent and 
needs simply to begin. 

Prayer, in the simplest terms I can use to define it, is talking to God.  And as easy as that sounds prayer 
isn’t easy.  The obstacles to a healthy prayer life are abundant.  We are self-reliant, so we hesitate to ask for 
help, even from God.  We rely on our own abilities, talents, and timing.  Sometimes, we’re prone to doubt 
that prayer really works or we blame all the things going on that leave us without the time to pray.  All 
those things are common justifications for prayerlessness.  And all those excuses can be spiritually deadly. 

So my hope for these two weeks on the front end is this: that all of us who call this church home will, by 
the grace of God, have a more active and vibrant prayer life than we do today.  And out of that, we’ll see 
the time we spend gathered together become richer and more prayerful.   

For that to happen, we’ll have to honestly evaluate our own hearts to determine the health of our prayers, 
ask for the Holy Spirit’s guidance in growing, and—though this may sound like oversimplification—pray 
more.  Pray more.  I think if we resolve together to do just that it will do amazing things for our church and 
our community for the glory of God. 

I believe the words written by Martyn Loyd-Jones, “Man is at his greatest and highest when upon his knees 
he comes face to face with God.”  2

And that’s really what happens in prayer.  Just the concept of prayer should floor us.  The almighty God 
who spoke the universe into being has invited us into His presence anytime we want to come.  He always 
hears our prayer.  We may not feel it, we may not get the response we desire, we may not even 
understand what He’s doing but we can join with David in Psalm 6:9 when he writes The Lord has heard 
my plea for help; the Lord accepts my prayer.   

We sing the words from time-to-time, “what a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer” but I’m not 
always convinced we count it a privilege or even carry everything to Him.  But we both can and should. 

 J. I. Packer in My Path of Prayer, ed. David Hanes (Worthing, West Sussex: Henry E. Walter, 1981), 56.1

 https://www.faithlafayette.org/resources/sermons/the_prayer_of_adoration2
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Remember, the banner that hangs over this opening section of chapter 6 is righteousness.  We defined 
that word last week as God's character reproduced in and through us for His glory. 

In the first verse Jesus said“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by 
them. Otherwise, you have no reward with your Father in heaven.  And then verse two began: So 
whenever you give to the poor.  And verse 5 is so similar, isn’t it?  Whenever you pray.  Giving to the poor 
and prayer are both ways we practice righteousness.  They’re both ways we live out the change God has 
already worked in our hearts if we belong to Him.  So is fasting, which we’ll discuss when we get down to 
verse 16. 

But the longest section of the three is devoted to prayer and I believe that is on purpose.  Today’s sermon 
and next week’s are really two parts of the same message.  Today, in verses 5-8, we see Jesus lay out the 
expectation for His disciples to pray and next week He shows us the model, or the template, for prayer. 

Here’s the central truth of these four verses we’re studying today:Jesus expects authentic prayer from 
His disciples.  

For that to happen we see first two cautions against hypocritical prayer and then two habits of an 
authentic prayer life.   

First, Jesus says “Whenever you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites.  This is the same group we were 
cautioned about in the previous passage on giving.  Really, they’ve been the antagonists for the entirety 
of the Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus is after radical heart obedience from His disciples.  And these 
hypocrites He speaks of had the outward appearance of righteousness without the radical heart 
obedience.  They seemed to be something they weren’t. 

And this may be the place where we see it the most clearly—in the way they prayed.  Because their goal 
was to be seen praying by as many people as possible.  That bring us to the first caution in our text today: 

Don’t Pray To Be Seen By People 

Verse 5: they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners, why? To be seen by 
people. 

Jesus isn’t condemning public prayer here.  That they would pray in the synagogues wasn’t the issue.  It 
was their intent in praying there that Jesus is condemning. 
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Our understanding of prayer and how prayer was actually practiced by Israelites in the first century are 
two different things.  The common practice of the day was to pray three times—once in the morning, once 
in the afternoon, and once in the evening.   

That actually sounds like a really good idea, doesn’t it?  If we all were to set aside three specific times 
every day to devote ourselves to prayer I don’t think that would be the worst way we could spend our 
time. 

But, like with every other doctrine we’ve examined in the Sermon on the Mount, this good idea had been 
perverted by the Rabbis.  The heart obedience had been taken out of prayer.   

A faithful Jew would repeat a prayer known as the Shema early in the morning and again at night. Shema 
is means to hear in Hebrew and the prayer began “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord,” and it 
was a composite of several verses from Deuteronomy 6, 11 and Numbers 15.  

They would also repeat a prayer that was just known as ‘The Eighteen’ in Hebrew, which embodied 
eighteen prayers for various occasions. Faithful Jews prayed all eighteen each morning, afternoon, and 
evening.  3

The is nothing inherently wrong with setting times for prayer, and there is certainly nothing wrong with 
praying Scripture.  And there isn’t even anything wrong with writing down your prayers.  We don’t do it 
often in our church tradition, but those of you who follow along with the sermon manuscript or view it 
online during the week may have noticed that I often include parts of the Scripture reading prayer written 
out.  We’ve also read prayers from time-to-time from The Valley of Vision, which is a book of Puritan 
prayers.  Most of our prayers aren’t written out, but some are and written prayers aren’t what Jesus is 
condemning. 

So if the problem wasn’t a rigid prayer schedule or written out prayers, what was Jesus condemning in 
the Jewish practice of prayer?  It was their motivation. 

Here’s what seems to have been happening:  Let’s say we planned a church-wide prayer time for 9am 
everyday this coming week.  Now, if you knew we were all going to stop what we were doing and pray at 
9am, you might prepare, wouldn’t you?  You'd make sure you were somewhere you could focus on 
prayer.  Or you could make sure you just happen to be at JJ’s Cafe, where there will be about a dozen 
men sitting around a table solving the problems of the world.  Or in line at McDonald’s, or on the corner 
of the busiest street in town.  Which is what these hypocritical teachers would do.  They’d make sure they 

 MacArthur, John F. Matthew 1-28 MacArthur New Testament Commentary Four Volume Set (Macarthur New 3

Testament Commentary Serie) (Kindle Locations 9211-9217). Moody Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
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found the busiest place possible at prayer time so that everyone would see them offering up their flowery 
and pious prayers. 

Their problem is that they were praying to be seen by people, not to be heard by God.  We have public 
prayer during our worship gathering and, again, there is nothing inherently wrong with that.  I hope we all 
recognize that during those moment it’s not just me praying, or just a deacon praying.  It is the church 
praying together as all of us adopt an attitude of prayer and a posture of prayer.  All of us are praying, but 
one person is voicing our prayer out loud. 

So Jesus’ followers are not to pray to be seen by people and, they’re not to pray with manipulation in 
mind.  Let’s look at the second caution against hypocritical prayer. 

Don’t Use Prayer to Manipulate 

Look at verse 7 again: When you pray, don’t babble like the Gentiles, since they imagine they’ll be heard 
for their many words.  

Jesus has already dealt with the motivation of their prayers and now He hones in on their content.  The 
word for babble here sounds in the Greek just like it does in English.  It’s mindless chatter.   

He’s really addressing two things here in the prayers of the Pagans, their many words and their 
meaningless words, but both are meant to manipulate and therein lies the problem. 

Those who worshipped other gods would pray extremely long and impressive prayers in hopes that 
they’d get whatever deity they called on to bend to their will.  I think of the angry crowd in Acts 19 
chanting, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!”  Or even of the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18.   

The scene there was of Elijah, the lone prophet of the one true God and he stood opposed to 450 
prophets of Baal.   

We read in verse 22 Then Elijah said to the people, “I am the only remaining prophet of the Lord, but 
Baal’s prophets are 450 men. 23 Let two bulls be given to us. They are to choose one bull for 
themselves, cut it in pieces, and place it on the wood but not light the fire. I will prepare the other 
bull and place it on the wood but not light the fire. 24 Then you call on the name of your god, and I 
will call on the name of the Lord. The God who answers with fire, he is God.” 
All the people answered, “That’s fine.” 
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And those 450 prophets prayed and danced and they cut themselves hoping that their god would 
answer.  Elijah mocked them the whole time.  ‘Maybe your god is hard of hearing, maybe he’s busy, 
perhaps he’s sleeping.’ But nothing happened. 

Verse 29 tells us All afternoon they kept on raving until the offering of the evening sacrifice, but there was 
no sound; no one answered, no one paid attention. 

The many words and empty words of false prayers are meant to manipulate God’s will, but true prayer is 
meant to bring our wills and our desires into line with God’s Will. 

God has no problem with repeated prayers.  We’re told to pray without ceasing and to pray fervently, to 
pray intensely.  But the content of our prayers isn’t meant to force God into doing what we want Him to 
do. 

Ligon Duncan said it this way: 

Prayer is spiritual conversation with God, whereby we lift up to Him our desires in accordance with 
His will in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. . .It is not a mantra.  It is not something to alter the state 
of our consciousness.  And it is certainly not designed to manipulate God.  It is an opportunity for 
fellowship on earth with our heavenly Father.  And the Lord Jesus says, these pagans who pray in 
this way. . . if they understood that God was good, they would know that they didn’t have to 
manipulate Him.  And if they weren’t basely self interested in their prayer, that is simply wanting 
God to do what they want Him to do for them, according to their way, according to their time frame, 
according to their instruction, they would not go to the Lord with such a pattern of prayer.  4

So then, what pattern of prayer—what commitments should we have in mind when we come to the Lord?  
We’ve seen two cautions about how we approach prayer.  Now let’s look at the two truths of an authentic 
prayer life found in our text. 

God Expects Persistent Prayers 

The first is that God expects our persistent prayers.  We don’t see Jesus commanding us to pray in this 
passage, we see him assuming it to be a fact of life.  I believe in the sight of God prayer in the life of a 
disciple is to be as regular as breathing.  Matthew Henry wrote, “You may as soon find a living man who 
does not breath as a living Christian who does not pray.”  5

 https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/true-religion-part-2-praying4

 http://www.elimcenter.org/articles/640/20130910/soon-find-living-man-breath-christian-pray-matthew-henry.htm5
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Look at the beginning of verse 5, whenever your pray.  And verse 6, when you pray, and verse 7, when 
you pray.  Prayer is an expectation in the life of God’s people. 

God loves His disciples and wants to come together with us in prayer. 

Most of us would say we’ve cried out to God in a time where we are lost, confused, hurting, or frustrated.   
We serve a God who wants to hear from His children.  Our news doesn’t surprise Him.  Our hurts don’t 
surprise Him.  Our needs don’t surprise Him, but to grow our relationship with Him, He has given us 
prayer as a gift. 

David Mathis wrote: Prayer, for the Christian, is not merely talking to God, but responding to the One 
who has initiated toward us.  He has spoken first.  This is not a conversation we start, but a 
relationship into which we’ve been drawn.  His voice breaks the silence.  Then, in prayer, we speak 
to the God who has spoken.  Our asking and pleading and requesting originate not from our 
emptiness but His fullness.  Prayer doesn’t begin with our needs, but with his bounty.  Its origin is 
first in adoration, and only later in asking.  Prayer is a reflex to the grace he gives to the sinners he 
saves.  6

God both desires and expects our prayers. How many of you who are parents with children who have 
moved away would say you’d love to talk to your children more, but you just don't have the time to pick 
up the phone when they call?  None of you, right? 

The second commitment of an authentic prayer life is that   

Authentic Prayer recognizes God as Father 

Remember, 10 times in the first18 verses of chapter 6 Jesus refers to God as Father.  That’s not an 
accident.  In just these four verses we learn that the Father both sees and knows.  

He knows what we need even before we bring it to Him.  That’s great news! God knows our hearts even 
better than we do.  Now, you may be here and read the end of verse 8 and say, ‘Wait a minute.  If God 
already knows what’s the point of even praying?’ You may take that line of thinking a step farther: If God is 
really sovereign, if He sees all and knows all and if He ordains everything that happens what’s the point of 
praying at all?   

Those are all fair questions.  Those are reasonable questions especially if you’re here and you’re skeptical 
toward this relationship with God that we’ve been talking about. 

 Mathis, David. Habits of Grace: Enjoying Jesus through the Spiritual Disciplines. p.676

�7



Let me try to quickly answer that line of thinking.  First, we pray because we’re commanded to.  Over and 
over again, in fact.  God says pray, so we pray.  That may sound like oversimplification, but that’s the truth 
we see in Scripture. God is sovereign and man is commanded to pray.  Those are both truths. 

The second thing we need to recognize is that prayer is not just about asking God to do stuff.  He’s not 
the genie from Aladdin.  There is much more to prayer than asking for God to change things.  We pray 
prayers of adoration and prayers of praise.  God’s sovereignty isn’t in tension with any of those prayers—
and those are often the areas where we need the most growth.  We’ll look to the content of our prayers 
much more next week. 

But the most compelling reason for us to pray, even though God already knows our heart, is that God 
already knows our heart and still wants to hear our prayers.  I’m confident if you sit and think about that 
for long enough your brain will melt. 

The creator of the universe knows your heart and He still wants to hear it.  He wants to hear it in a way that 
is focused, undistracted, and fully committed.  In verse 6 Jesus tells His disciples to find a private place, 
shut the door, block out distractions and focus their hearts on the Father.   

2 Chronicles 16:9 begins this way: 9 For the eyes of the Lord roam throughout the earth to show 
himself strong for those who are wholeheartedly devoted to him.  

God wants our whole-hearted devotion.  And prayer is one of the primary ways we live out that devotion.  
One of the ways we practice the righteousness that He has made possible in our lives. 

Tim Keller calls our private prayer life “the infallible test of spiritual integrity.”  God desires that His 
children have authentic and persistent prayer lives.   

God wants to show himself strong for those who are wholeheartedly devoted to Him.  Remember, there is 
reward promised in these verses.  The hypocrites have their reward.  Men see them pray and think they’re 
really spiritual.   

But God rewards those who have authentic, vibrant prayer lives.  How?  By showing himself to them, by 
growing their faith, by making them more like Him.   

Righteousness is God's character reproduced in and through us for His glory.  And as we practice prayer, 
God’s character is reproduced in us more and more.  What greater reward is there than that? 
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I hope you’re here next week.  We’ll look at the content of our prayer life.  Today was just the necessity for 
authentic prayer.   Next week we’ll see the content of authentic prayer, but my question for you this 
morning is, how are you doing? 

How’s your prayer life?  Do you really bear your heart to Him?  Do you find yourself praying in public very 
differently than you do in private?  Do you find yourself saying ‘I’ll pray for you’ a lot more than you really 
do pray for others? 

One pastor likened prayer to an iceberg.  Sure, you may see it, but 90% of it is still beneath the surface.   

Most of us in this room could be well-served by one simple application today: pray more.  The more you 
do it, the more natural it will feel.  After all, it’s simply talking to your Father.  And aren’t you glad we have 
a Father who wants to hear from us? 

�9


