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Practicing the Discipline of Prayer  
 
The biblical witness affirms the discipline of regular prayer as crucial to the spiritual 
health of God’s people. It’s so important the apostle Paul even encourages us to pray 
“without ceasing” (Romans 1:9; 1 Thessalonians 5:17). The Bible reflects a long and rich 
tradition of prayer as one of the principal ways the people approach God with all their 
concerns. As is usually the case, however, the biblical witness endorses a variety of 
different ways to understand and practice prayer to God.  
 
Today, we will examine just a few of the many ways that Scripture helps us understand 
prayer and encourages us to incorporate prayer into our daily lives with God in Christ.  
 
Prayer is central in the life of Jesus.  
The importance of prayer in the life of Jesus is a constant motif in the Gospel of Luke. 
As we will see below, critical moments in the ministry of Jesus take place while he is in 
prayer. Luke’s second volume called the Acts of the Apostles also gives prayer a central 
role in the lives of the followers of Jesus.  

Questions for Reflection 
• By what means, and in what ways, has prayer been central in your own life and 

in the life of your congregation?  
• What good things in your life or the life of your congregation do you associate 

with your practice of prayer?  
 

Prayer makes us receptive to divine revelation.  
While Jesus is in prayer the heaven opens and he catches glimpses of what is taking 
place in the heavenly realm. In ancient Judaism, the opening of heaven provided the 
setting for communication between the heavenly world and the world below. For 
instance, Luke 3:21-22 tells  us:   
 Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized 
 and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon 
 him in bodily form  like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my 
 Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

Jesus is not the only person for whom the heaven opens and provides divine 
revelation. In Acts 10:9-16 the heaven opens while Peter is praying and he has a 
revelatory experience:  
 About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and approaching 
the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted 
something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw 
the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being 
lowered to the ground by its four corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed 
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creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. Then he heard a voice saying, “Get up, 
Peter; kill and eat.” But Peter said, “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten 
anything that is profane or unclean.” The voice said to him again, a second time, 
“What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” This happened three 
times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven.  

Acts goes on to explain how Peter’s brief vision into the open heaven during prayer 
proves to be a turning point in the history of the early church. The church later discerns 
that Peter’s vision reveals God’s desire for Gentiles to be admitted to the Christian 
community without having to live in accordance with the Jewish kosher food laws. 
 
So, too, when Jesus takes Peter, James and John up the mountain, prayer proves to be 
illuminative as Jesus and his followers experience divine revelation (Luke 9:28-30):  
 Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and 
 James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the 
 appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. 
 Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in 
 glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at 
 Jerusalem.  
In this story Jesus is transformed by the revelation he encounters in prayer. He comes to 
know in a deeper way what God has in mind for his life and ministry.  

Questions for Reflection 
• Describe a time of prayer when the heaven opened for you or your congregation 

and you got an insight into God’s will for your life or for the life of your church.  
• Through prayer, Peter, James and John were granted the divine privilege of 

seeing Jesus transfigured before their eyes. Describe a time in your own life or 
the life of your congregation when prayer helped you see or understand 
yourself, or a situation, or another person differently.  

 
Pray “in the name of Jesus.”  
Christian tradition teaches that prayer should be made “in the name of Jesus,” for it is 
“through Jesus” that we gain access to God. In the ancient world, a person’s “name” 
reflected that person’s character, nature and spirit. So prayer “in the name of Jesus” 
seeks divine insight into how we can better dedicate and offer our lives to God by living  
according to the pattern of life revealed in Jesus Christ. We practice this prayer with 
persistence, seeking revelation into the character and nature of Jesus. We confidently 
expect that our prayer will be answered, as Jesus promises in Matthew 7:7-8: 
 “Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door 
 will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who 
 searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” 
Prayer in the name of Jesus is not some kind of magic talisman that ensures God will 
pay attention or persuades God to do what we ask. Instead, prayer in the name of Jesus 
constitutes a genuine self-offering dedicated to doing God’s will as it is revealed to us. 
Once again, Jesus provides us with the model for this kind of prayer in Luke 22:39-42: 
 Jesus came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives; and the 
 disciples followed him. When he reached the place, he said to them, “Pray that 
 you may not come into the time of trial.” Then he withdrew from them about a 
 stone’s throw, knelt down, and prayed, “Father, if you are willing, remove this 
 cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done.” 
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In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus opens up to God in prayer, telling God about his 
desire to be spared from arrest and prosecution. Nevertheless, Jesus also entrusts 
himself to the goodness he’s confident will come when God’s will is done in the world.  

Questions for Reflection  
• In what ways has God answered your prayers “in the name of Jesus,” 

enlightening you at various times about how to embody the character, nature 
and spirit of Jesus in your life?  

• Have there been times in your life when, in reflection, God’s will was done, even 
though God’s will for you did not overlap with what you wanted to happen? 
Have these experiences given you confidence to trust God’s will even if/when 
you don’t get your way?  

 
Jesus teaches us how to pray.  
Jesus offers us a general pattern for prayer in what is commonly called the “Lord’s 
Prayer.” The prayer shows up only in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. Let’s examine 
the prayer in Matthew 6:5-15 (the version closest to what we Episcopalians say when 
following the Book of Common Prayer). Jesus teaches his disciples to pray as follows:  
 And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and 
 pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by 
 others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But whenever you pray, 
 go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; 
 and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. When you are praying, do 
 not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be 
 heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for  your Father knows 
 what you need before you ask him. Pray then in this way: 

 Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.  
  Your kingdom come. 
  Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  
   Give us this day our daily bread.  
   And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  
   And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one.  
 For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive 
 you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your 
 trespasses.  
In the “Lord’s Prayer” we acknowledge God’s “name” is holy. In this we recognize and 
affirm that God’s character, nature and spirit set God apart from all others beings. We 
also pray for God’s kingdom to come and for God’s will to be done. This means we are 
asking God to bring God’s peace and justice to the world. The world would then look 
very different! We also ask forgiveness of our “debts,” which may refer to the many 
different ways we “owe” other people on account of our trespasses against them. This 
prayer specifically makes forgiveness from God intimately connected to our forgiveness 
of others. In other words, our relationship with God is not just about God and us. The 
health of our relationship with God is measured, in part, by the health of our 
relationships with others.  

Questions for Reflection  
• Are you comfortable with prayers that are short, as Jesus suggests? If not, why 

not?  
• Have you ever thought about whether you really want God’s kingdom to come 

and God’s will to be done on earth? Based on what you read in Scripture, what 



 

4 

things would change or look different if God’s kingdom prevailed on earth? One 
new prayer you might consider: ask God to help you see and respond to the 
world from God’s point of view.  

• What steps do you take to forgive others?  
• What things make forgiveness of others hard for you?   

 
When life is too difficult to pray with words. 
Sometimes, we don’t know what to say to God in prayer. We may be overwhelmed 
with grief and too distraught. We might be unclear about what to ask because a 
situation is so complex. In these cases, says the apostle Paul in Romans 8:26-27, we are 
not to worry: 
 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as 
 we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And 
 God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 
 Spirit intercedes for  the saints according to the will of God.   
There have been times in my own life when I was confident that I could offer only 
“sighs too deep for words” in place of prayer. I knew the Holy Spirit was right there 
groaning with me and for me. There have also been times when things were so chaotic 
that my prayer life was completely disrupted. During those times, I took great comfort 
in knowing that my Christian community was praying for me. I imagined their prayer 
support to be a large safety net stretched beneath me, as I tried to balance myself 
shakily on the high wire that seemed to be the nature of my life at that point.   
 
Paul goes on to offer even more comforting words later in Romans 8:35-39: 
 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or 
 persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?As it is written, “For 
 your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be 
 slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him 
 who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
 rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 
 nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
 in Christ Jesus our Lord.  
Paul concludes this part of Romans by asserting his ultimate confidence and hope: If 
God is for us, no one can be against us!  

Questions for Reflection  
• Have there ever been times in your life when your prayer life was disrupted by 

challenging circumstances? What sustained you during those times?  
• What is your experience of the “safety net” provided by the prayers of other 

members of your Christian community on your behalf?  
 
Prayer.  
Gracious God, you are always more willing to listen than we are to pray: give us the 
courage and freedom to come to you no matter what our circumstances; comfort us in  
knowing that you are always there to hear us; grant our petitions and prayers in ways 
that conform to your will; and let moments of your kingdom break forth into our world 
and give us eyes to see them. All this we ask in the name of Jesus, the one who 
inaugurated your kingdom and continues to bring it near to us. Amen.   
 


