Prayer—A Physical and Spiritual Discipline

Last week we considered the question why pray. This week we will continue with the topic of prayer—a physical and spiritual discipline. We will spend the bulk of our effort on the spiritual side of pray.

II.
How to pray

Prayer has both a physical and spiritual aspect. We are body and spirit; therefore, everything we do is with our body and spirit. The Apostle Paul commanded, “Pray without ceasing.” If we do this it means praying in many places and in many ways. It also speaks of the spiritual side of prayer, that is, in prayer we must we be alert, persistent and believing. 


A.
The physical side of prayer

The Bible records people praying in every place and every way imaginable. It says that people prayed standing, lifting up hands, sitting, kneeling, looking up, bowing down, placing their heads between their knees, pounding their chest and with their windows open.

People prayed wearing sackcloth, sitting in ashes, crying, throwing dust, tearing garments, fasting, sighing, groaning, crying out loud, sweating blood, agonizing, making a vow, sacrificing and singing.

People in the Bible prayed, in battle, in a cave, in a closet, in a garden, on a mountain, by a river, by the sea, in the street, in the temple, at home, in a fish, on a housetop, in prison, in the wilderness and on the cross.

Bible characters prayed three times a day, in the evening, before meals, after meals, at 3:00 P.M., at bedtime, at midnight, day and night, often, young, old, in trouble, every day and always. I think we can say it is proper to pray anywhere, in any circumstance, and at any time. That’s enough about the physical aspect of prayer; let’s move on to the spiritual side of prayer.


B.
The spiritual side of prayer

If we are ever going to be mighty people of prayer we need to be alert; that means both awake and aware. We must also be persistent, to keep on even when the answer is forever coming. Finally we need to pray in faith.



1.
Alert (Eph 6:18)

The Bible commands us to be, “Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints” (Eph 6:18). In this verse we are commanded to be persistent, alert and to pray in faith. 

To be alert means we must stay awake physically (this would probably have gone better in the preceding point), mentally (don’t let your thoughts drift) and to be aware of the needs of others.




a.
Awake (Mat 26:37-45; 31-35; 56, 69-75)

It goes without saying that it is impossible to pray while we sleep. However, this is a problem that plagues all Christians. Often, especially early in the morning or late at night, we will catch ourselves drifting to sleep as we pray. We’re in good company. Even the Lord’s disciples struggled with fatigue and found it impossible to remain watchful in prayer.
The disciples experienced this weakness of the flesh. “And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, ‘My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me.’ And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.’ And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. And he said to Peter, ‘So, could you not watch with me one hour? Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.’ And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words again. Then he came to the disciples and said to them, ‘Sleep and take your rest later on. See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners” (Mat 26:37-45).

Because we are all subject to temptation and human weakness we have the need to stay awake and pray. There are several points we need to consider in this passage. 

First, Peter’s failure in the Garden may have led to his failure just a short time later when he denied the Lord three times. Peter had been warned (Mat 26:31-35). He should have been on alert to the danger ahead. Yet through the weakness of the flesh Peter’s failure to watch led to his failure to witness (Matt 26:69-75). How many times has our prayerlessness led to sinfulness?

Second, before Peter and the other disciples abandoned the Lord physically (Mat 26:56), they abandoned Him spiritually. This was the moment of crisis. Jesus was stressed to the point of physical death (Mat 26:37-38) and not one disciple, as far as we know, supported Him through their prayers. The Lord was left alone; He was abandoned by His closest human friends. Have you abandoned your brothers and sisters at the moment of crisis by a failure to pray for them?




b.
Aware (Eph 6:19-20; Act 4:29-31)

To be awake means much more than just not sleeping. It also contains the idea of being aware. To be watchful means to be aware. We are to “watch out” for needs. This goes back to a topic discussed earlier. We are to be specific in our requests. If someone asks you to pray, inquire about the need, and then pray specifically. In Ephesians 6, the Apostle Paul gave the church specific things to pray for. Notice verses 19 and 20, “And [pray] for me, that utterance may be given to me, that I may open my mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak” (Eph 6:19-20). As the prisoner of Christ, Paul understood the temptation to compromise his testimony. He asked the church to pray for God to give him boldness. He wanted them to pray for him specifically.

This reminds me of an earlier example of specific prayer and the answer to that prayer. Peter and John had been arrested for the gospel. They were released after a strong warning. They realized the temptation of watering down the gospel and so they prayed for boldness. “And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus." And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness” (Act 4:29-31). 

Are you aware of the needs of others? Are you praying specifically for those needs? Or are your prayers, “God bless so and so.” John MacArthur wrote, “Christians sometimes pray vague, general prayers that are difficult for God to answer because they do not really ask for anything specific. That’s why specific prayer is so important. While general requests can be appropriate in certain instances, it is through His answers to specific prayers that we see God put His love and power on display. . . If you are not alert to the specific problems and the needs of other believers, you cannot pray about them specifically and earnestly.”

2.
Persistent (Eph 6:18; Col 4:2, Gen 32:24-39; Luk 11:5-10; 18:1-7)

In Ephesians 6:18 the need for persistence is stressed. Ephesians states, “Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance”. Colossians 4:2 states it like this, “Continue steadfastly in prayer.” The idea is to hold fast and not let go. We often don’t receive what we pray for because we stop praying for it.

My favorite example of persistence in prayer is found in the Old Testament. “And Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched his hip socket, and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Then he said, ‘Let me go, for the day has broken.’ But Jacob said, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me” (Gen 32:24-26).

Because Jacob held on and did not let go he received a blessing from God. “And he said to him, ‘What is your name?’ And he said, ‘Jacob.’ Then he said, ‘Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.’ Then Jacob asked him, ‘Please tell me your name.’ But he said, ‘Why is it that you ask my name?’ And there he blessed him” (Gen 32:27-29).

The Lord Jesus told two parables that stressed the importance of persistent prayer. These parables are different because they describe God by contrast instead of by comparison. Most of the parables Jesus told likened God to a Father seeking His lost son or a Shepherd seeking His lost sheep. But in these parables Jesus teaches by contrast.

“And he said to them, ‘Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, Friend, lend me three loaves, for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him; and he will answer from within, Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his impudence he will rise and give him whatever he needs. And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened” (Luk 11:5-10). If a reluctant friend will give to a neighbor how much more will a willing God give to His people?

Verse 9 summarizes the teaching of this parable. The New Living Translation states it like this, “And so I tell you, keep on asking, and you will receive what you ask for. Keep on seeking, and you will find. Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened to you.” The idea is to be persistent in prayer, to keep on keeping on!

The second parable is also in Luke’s Gospel. “And he told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart. He said, ‘In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor respected man. And there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, give me justice against my adversary. For a while he refused, but afterward he said to himself, though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her continual coming. And the Lord said, ‘Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them” (Luk 18:1-7)? God is not a stingy or unjust judge. He is a giving and generous heavenly Father. If persistence won the attention of this unjust judge, how much more so will the generous God give good gifts to His children? Oh how often we faint. Oh how often we lose heart. God, at times, tests us by withholding the request for many years at times.

Charles Spurgeon wrote this about the need for persistent prayer, “If we would prevail we must persist; we must continue incessantly and constantly, and know no pause to our prayer till we win the mercy to the fullest possible extent. ‘Men ought always to pray.’ Week by week, month by month, year by year; the conversion of that dear child is to be the father’s main plea. The bringing in of that unconverted husband is to lie upon the wife’s heart night and day till she gets it; she is not to take even ten or twenty years of unsuccessful prayer as a reason why she should cease; she is to set God no times or seasons, but so long as there is life in her and life in the dear object of her solicitude, she is to continue still to plead with the mighty God of Jacob. . . But, brethren, how many times we ask of God, and have not because we do not wait long enough at the door! We knock a time or two at the gate of mercy, and as no friendly messenger opens the door, we go our ways. Too many prayers are like boys’ runaway knocks, given, and then the giver is away before the door can be opened. O for grace to stand foot to foot with the angel of God, and never, never, never release our hold; feeling that the cause we plead is one in which we must be successful, for souls depend on it, the glory of God is connected with it, the state of our fellow men is in jeopardy.”



3.
Faith (Jas 1:5-8; 5:13-18)

Ephesians 6:18 commands us to pray in the Spirit. I believe this is the same as praying in faith, in the name of Jesus and praying for the will of God to be done. If we would have our prayers answered we must pray in faith.

We must pray believing that God loves us, wants the best for us, and will answer yes to those prayers that are according to His will. He has taken the responsibility of our wellbeing upon Himself. James, the Lord’s half brother, wrote, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways” (Jas 1:5-8). This is a prayer that can be prayed in faith because we know it is God’s will. It is His desire that we know how to act in all circumstances.

Later in his epistle he said, “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit” (Jas 5:13-18). Again we see that it is absolutely imperative that we pray in faith.

How can we pray in faith? We can pray in faith when our prayers are in accordance with the will of God, in the name of Jesus and in the Spirit.

a.
Will of God (1Jn 5:14-15)

The Apostle John promises, “And this is the confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests that we have asked of him” (1Jn 5:14-15).

b.
Name of Jesus (Joh 14:13-14)


Praying according to God’s will, I believe, is synonymous with praying in the name of Jesus. Jesus said, “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it” (Joh 14:13-14). “To ask in Jesus Name is not simply to insert His Name at the end of the prayer. It is to ask in accordance with His mind and will. It is to ask for those things which will glorify God, bless mankind, and be for our own spiritual good” (BELIEVER'S BIBLE COMMEN- TARY WILLIAM MACDONALD, Edited by Arthur Farstad, THOMAS NELSON PUBLISHERS Nashville,Copyright 1995, 1992, 1990, 1989 by William McDonald. All rights reserved).

c.
In the Spirit (Eph 6:18)

To pray in God’s will is to pray in the Holy Spirit. Going back to our text in Ephesians 6:18, Paul commands us to be “Praying at all times in the Spirit.” What does it mean to pray in the Spirit? I believe it is the same as praying according to the will of God and in the name of Jesus. It is to so let the Bible fill your every thought, that your very thinking becomes biblical. It is to be so saturated with the Bible that our emotions are biblical. It is to desire what the Triune God desires and to pray for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.

What if we don’t know the will of God in a certain matter? We can still pray in faith. Follow the example of the Lord who prayed, “Nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will” (Mat 26:39). We pray in faith trusting that our all wise, all loving heavenly Father will do what is for His glory and our best.
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