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0 Why Do We Pray?

All of us have questions about prayer. Why pray if God
already knows what we're going to say? Why pray if God has
already ordained all that comes to pass? Wouldn't what we
prayed for have happened anyway? Can prayer change the
mind of God? Why do we need to pray for something more
than once? These and other questions call for biblically
informed answers in keeping with the whole counsel of God
on the topic.

We need to hear from God on the subject of speaking
to him. At its simplest, we just pray, talking to our God in
the intimacy of relationship. But a grounded, balanced, and
broad knowledge of scriptural teaching on prayer will serve
to enrich our prayer lives, to embolden us in expectation
through our faith-fueled utterances, and to establish us in
the hand of our God for the advancement of his kingdom
and glory of his name.

One caveat before we embark on our study of prayer: how
in 32 pages do we deal with a subject that has filled tomes over
the centuries? Thirty-two pages would not suffice for even a
bibliography. This means our study is necessarily an overview,
touching on various aspects. While that may be unsatisfying,
we hope it will whet the appetite for further study.

PRAYER DEFINED

Prayer is simply conversing with God, the privilege of a
restored, reconciled relationship with the living God through
Jesus Christ. Itis the voice of a child to the Father, of a subject to
the King. The golden scepter of access is extended to us through
Christ, welcoming us into the very throne room of grace.

But prayeris more than a privilege. It comestousalsoasa
responsibility, something commanded by God, a requirement
of discipleship.
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Typically we think smallin our prayers. Or we think paro-
chially, praying about things just related to us and our own
concerns. But prayer involves so much more.

This booklet suggests a definition for prayer, one that
breaks the bounds of mere requests and reaches to the vast
potential we hold by virtue of our access to the very presence
of God. Prayer is the divinely appointed means through which we
commune with the living God and advance his kingdom.

This definition captures something of the power and pur-
pose of God remarkably invested in our prayer at his design. It
conveys both the intimacy of relationship and the responsibility
of seeking God for the work of his kingdom in our lives, in oth-
ers, in the church, and in the world. Such prayer involves us in
the ongoing redemptive work of Jesus Christ (cf. John 14:12-14,).

Our survey of the Bible's teaching on prayer will follow the
two aspects of our definition. We begin by looking at prayer in
relationship with God: communing with him, enjoying him,
growing in the knowledge of him. Next, we will explore prayer
in the advancement of the kingdom of God. Finally, we'll look
at some practical thoughts on the practice of prayer.

PRAYER AND COMMUNION
WITH GOD

The first part of our definition highlights prayer as the
interaction of a restored, reconciled, redemptive relationship
with the God we were created to glorify and enjoy. Here, the
chief end of prayer is intimacy with our God.

Prayer flows from relationship with God in awareness of
the love-wrought reality of that relationship. Friends of mine
wholive in Colorado insist they never tire of the grandeur of the
Rocky Mountains. The rugged and lofty vista startles them each
day. Inthe same way, awareness of ourselves as sinners saved by
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grace, reconciled by Christ’s becoming sin for us at the mercy
of God set upon us, should infuse us with humility and awe as
we turn to our God in prayer. We say incredulously with David,
“Who am I that God should regard me?” (cf. Ps. 8:4.).

We can address several features of prayer under the head-
ing of our communion with God as reconciled sinners, dealing
with our right of access, ability in prayer, and its expression.

Prayingin Jesus’ Name

Sometimes I would ask my children to pray at the close of
family devotions. After ameaningful prayer, it was not unusual
to hear them say, “injeznameamen.” Praying in Jesus’ name
became the prelude to an amen, like pressing the “send” button
to launch an email into cyberspace.

Why do we pray “in Jesus’ name”? Jesus himself gives us
theidea. In his Upper Room discourse, he says, “Whatever you
ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified
inthe Son” (John 14:13). Four other times Jesus speaks of prayer
in his name (John 14:14; 16:23—24,, 26).

Tracingthe expression “in Jesus' name” through the New Tes-
tament, we note that the name of Jesus has to dowith his personand
work. Jesus isthe Son given by the Fatherwhowould save his people
fromtheirsins. We are called to glorify the name of Jesus in ourlives
(2 Thess. 1:12) and do everything in the name of Jesus (Col. 3:17).
The name of Jesus speaks to our status, our focus, and our service.
Bearingthe name of our Lord qualifies our entire lives in newness
of life as children of the living God and servants of the Most High.

We do need to pray in Jesus’ name, but we do not need to
pray “in Jesus’ name,” as Jesus himself attests in the model
prayer of Matthew 6. It is through Christ our Mediator that we
come to the Father. His shed blood givesus access to the throne
of grace. To come in the name of Christ is to recognize our right
of access and reality of redemptive relationship achieved by
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him in reconciling us to God. It is to align us with Jesus in
relationship with God as our Father and submission to his will
asmodeled by Christ. Prayingin Jesus’ name is not some sort of
incantation but looks to the incarnation of Jesus to reconcile us
to God. Through Jesus we now have fellowship with the Father.

To pray in the name of Jesus is to pray as ones belonging
to Christ and for the sake of Christ. It is the governor of all we
pray, inherently qualified by “your will be done.” It is to pray
through Christ, for Christ, and in Christ.

Prayer and Faith

James links prayerto faith. He opens his epistle with words
that make us pause: “Let him ask in faith, with no doubting”
(James 1:6). He closes his letter by speaking of elders praying
over the infirm, asserting that “the prayer of faith” will save
the one who is sick (James 5:13—15).

We read things like this and we get a little nervous. We
know our hearts are full of doubts, mixed motives, and unbe-
lief. Will God hear?

How does faith relate to prayer? Is a prayer of faith different
from regular prayer? Does the strength of one’s faith increase
the probability of an affirmative answer to prayer? Are we to
conclude that a person for whom we are praying is not healed
because our faith is not strong enough?

We get ourbearings by rememberingthatfaithisagift of God,
reflective of a redemptive relationship with him. It is the ability of
spiritual sight granted by the regeneration of the Holy Spirit to those
dead in sin. The writer of Hebrews informs us that faith sees the
unseen and acts in keeping with those realities (Heb. 11:1).

James’s concern in his letter is not with big or little faith. His
concernthroughout is with genuine versusfalse faith, whattrue faith
lookslike and howitacts. The prayer of faith is not a different species
of prayer but the prayer of the believer, the genuine Christian, one
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whose righteousness is rooted in faith bound up in Jesus Christ as
the object of that faith. The crux is not the size or strength of faith
but the presence of faith. Even riddled with doubt, faith insists it
does believe” and asks God “to help it in its unbelief.”

Faith is the animating feature of prayer. Prayer is not just
words that operate automatically by articulation. Prayer is an
interaction of faith. In the knowledge of the living God, this
Spirit-given ability rests, receives, believes, submits, trusts,
waits, and defers. Prayingin faith carries the conviction of God’s
hearing, the expectation of God’s answering, and the confidence
that God is able to do immeasurably more than we ask or think.
Through faith, we believe in God and we believe God.

Faith infuses prayer with great expectancy, because it knows
God and knows that God has ordained prayer as his means to his
ends. Such prayer identifies with the psalmist: “O LORD, in the
morning you hear my voice; in the morning I direct my prayer to
youand watch” (Ps. 5:3 [translation in footnote]). Governed by his

99 ec .

wisdom, God will answer our prayers “yes,” “no,” “not now,” “in
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thisway,” “inthis time.” Faith expects God to work and so looks for

hisworking, accepting his answers in submission to his purposes.

Praying in the Spirit

Prayingatall times inthe Spirit, with all prayer and suppli-
cation. Tothatend keep alertwith all perseverance, making
supplication for all the saints. (Eph. 6:18)

Butyou, beloved, build yourselves up in your most holy
faith; pray in the Holy Spirit. (Jude 20)

What does it mean to pray in the Spirit? Are we being informed

of the need to enter some sort of prophetic trance and pray with
ecstatic utterance?
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“A clear trumpet call to prayer in the triumphant name of the Lord
Jesus Christ. Full of light, warmth, and power, it dispels wrong ideas
about prayer. This one booklet could be used far and wide to do won-
ders that our gracious God has planned from eternity, once Christians
start doing what it clearly shows them they are enabled to do, and
divinely called to do: ‘Ask, seek, and knock.”

=Douglas F. Kelly, Professor of Theology, Reformed Theological
Seminary; Author of If God Already Knows, Why Pray?

‘ X /e all have questions about prayer. Why pray if God
already knows what’s going to happen? Can prayer

change the mind of God? Does it actually affect anything?
What is the purpose of prayer?

There is only one wise source to answer our questions:
we need to hear from God himself. Only through him and
his Word can we have a grounded, balanced, and broad
understanding of prayer. This booklet presents an overview of
what Scripture says, defining prayer, exploring its roles, and

teaching us how to practice it.

— Basics of the Faith booklets introduce readers to basic Reformed doctrine
and practice. On issues of church government and practice they reflect that
framework—aotherwise they are suitable for all church situations.

Stanley D. Gale serves as senior minister of the Reformed
Presbyterian Church in West Chester, Pennsylvania.
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