Prayer—Its Focus and Formula (Mat 6:5-8)

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones introduces Matthew chapter six this way, “Here we have what we may well call a picture of the Christian living his life in this world in the presence of God, in active submission to God, and in entire dependence upon Him. . . Here we have a picture of him going on to live that life in this world; and the great thing that is ever emphasized is that he does it all in the presence of God. . . Or, to put it in another way, this section presents a picture of the children in relationship to their Father as they wend their way on this pilgrimage called life.”

“The chapter reviews our life as a whole, and it considers it under two main aspects. This is something very wonderful, for in the last analysis, the life of the Christian in this world has two sides, and both of them are covered here. The first one is dealt with in verses 1 to 18; the second from verse 19 to the end of the chapter. The first is what we may call our religious life, the culture and nurture of the soul, our piety, our worship, the whole religious aspect of our life, and everything that concerns our direct relationship to God. . . The second picture is that of the Christian in his relationship to life in general, not so much as a purely religious being now, but as a man who is subject to ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,’ a man who is concerned about food and drink, clothing and shelter, who may have a family and children to bring up, and who therefore is subject to what is called in the Scriptures ‘the cares of this world.” 
In Matthew 6:5-8 Jesus begins teaching about prayer in His sermon. In this passage He will discuss the focus and formula of prayer. He contrasts real prayer to the prayers offered by the Jewish religious leaders, indeed phony prayers made by any whose desire is for others to witness their spirituality.

I.
Prayer—its focus (vv. 5-6)

Jesus has been contrasting false righteousness, demonstrated by the Pharisees, with the righteousness that God demands. This contrast began in chapter 5 where He compared what the religious leaders taught to what the Word of God commanded. Chapter 6 begins with the revelation that the Pharisees desired the applause of men more than the approval of God (v. 2). Now He informs the disciples that even the prayers of the Jewish religious leaders were a sham. Their consuming desire was for others to see how truly righteous they were. When they prayed their focus was on self and others or as Jesus put it, “The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself” (Luk 18:11). 
A.
The wrong focus (v. 5; Eze 28:12-17; Isa 14:12-14; Pro 16:18; Luk 20:46-47; 18:9-14)

Jesus’ condemnation was not concerned with location but with attitude. The synagogue was as proper a place to pray, as were the streets. His condemnation had nothing to do with the position of their prayers, for it was and still is perfectly acceptable to pray while standing. The focus of their prayers was all wrong. The focus of the scribes and Pharisees was self and this focus sprang from a heart filled with pride.
We are mistaken if we think that their only error was location and position. All sin begins in the heart. They had an inordinate concern for self. That was their problem and it is our problem. This was the original problem in all creation.
Pride led to the fall of Satan. If we compare the passages in Ezekiel and Isaiah concerning his fall we will find this quite evident. Ezekiel informs us, “Son of man, raise a lamentation over the king of Tyre, and say to him, thus says the Lord GOD: ‘You were the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering, sardius, topaz, and diamond, beryl, onyx, and jasper, sapphire, emerald, and carbuncle; and crafted in gold were your settings and your engravings. On the day that you were created they were prepared. You were an anointed guardian cherub. I placed you; you were on the holy mountain of God; in the midst of the stones of fire you walked. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created, till unrighteousness was found in you” (Eze 28:12-15).

What was this unrighteousness? Isaiah tells us, “How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low! You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; above the stars of God I will set my throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly in the far reaches of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High” (Isa 14:12-14). 
Satan’s sin is pride. “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Pro 16:18). Pride is probably the root of all sin. Martyn Lloyd-Jones said, “I suppose we can sum it up by saying that sin is ultimately self-worship and self-adulation.” This then was the reason Jesus condemned the prayers of the scribes and Pharisees. This is the sin He wants us to be aware of and beware of.
The New Testament paints a less than flattering picture of the prayer life of these leaders. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus criticized them harshly. “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and love greetings in the marketplaces and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, who devour widows' houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation” (Luk 20:46-47). “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt: ‘Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get. But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, God, be merciful to me, a sinner! I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luk 18:9-14). Remember, it was not that their actions were all wrong it was that their actions sprung from a wicked heart!
Let us not deceive ourselves into thinking we are in the clear because we do not pray standing in church or make a scene on the street corner. If we get caught up in the externals we miss what Jesus is saying entirely. What is your focus while you are praying? Are you thinking about others? Are you lost in your own thoughts? What is your focus? If it is anything other than God, you are focusing on the wrong things. “There is no value in my entering into the secret chamber and locking the door if the whole time I am full of self and thinking about myself, and am  priding myself on my prayer” (Lloyd-Jones).

B.
The right focus (v. 6; Mat 14:22-23; Luk 6:12-13)

In contrast to the very public prayers of the Pharisees, Jesus commands His followers to find a quiet place to pray. Let us not get carried away with the place. This is not real estate where everything is location, location, location. What Jesus is teaching is that the proper and only focus of prayer is the Father. He is saying, “block out all distractions. Stop worrying about what others think. Stop thinking about yourself and focus on your heavenly Father.” Whether you are praying in public or in private, the focus is God.

The majority of our prayer life should be in private. It seems that most of Jesus’ time in prayer He was alone with His Father. “Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up on the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone” (Mat 14:22-23). “In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles” (Luk 6:12-13). Jesus also prayed in front of others as in the Upper Room in John 17. However, always the focus was on God and not others or Himself. 
I guess what I am trying to say is that private prayer is no more acceptable than public prayer or vice versa if our focus is not on God. Jesus is commanding us to block out all distractions of self and others and focus on God. When you pray in private or public who is the focus of your prayers?
II.
Prayer—its formula (vv. 7-8)

“One of the Jews’ worst faults was adopting the pagan religions’ practice of meaningless repetition, just as the prophets of Baal in their contest with Elijah ‘called on the name of Baal from morning until noon,’ even raving ‘until the time of the offering of the evening sacrifice’ (1 Kings 18:26, 29). Hour after hour they repeated the same phrase, trying by the quantity of their words and the intensity with which they were spoken to make their god hear and respond” (John MacArthur).

A.
The wrong formula (v. 7)

Jesus said, “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases.” According to The Complete Word Study Dictionary the word empty means, “Much talk without content, repeating the same thing over and over again, and useless speaking without distinct expression of purpose as contrasted to succinct, knowledgeable speech, thus foolish speaking or indiscrete vowing in prayer.” The wrong formula for prayer is either repetition without meaning or believing that long-winded prayers carry more influence with God than short prayers.


1.
Repetition (v. 7)
In this wrong formula for prayer, we could include prayer beads, any written or formal prayer that is repeated without meaning, and repeating a prayer without engaging the heart and mind—like blessing our food. The Jews were in the habit of praying selected portions of Scripture three times a day. There was nothing wrong with this practice, just like there is nothing wrong with praying in the street corners. However, their prayers became a ritual without meaning. They would just happen to find themselves at the busiest street corner at the time of prayer and they would stop and recite all of their prescribed prayers to “wow” others with their spirituality. 


2.
Wordiness

Long prayers are not necessarily good or bad. It is all a matter of the heart. We have all heard or read about saints of long ago, how they spent hours in prayer. There is nothing wrong with this practice and often it points to a deep and intimate relationship with God. These men spent much time in prayer, not because they felt they had to, or in an attempt to coerce God to give them their desires, but to build and strengthen their relationship with God. Their prayers had feeling and meaning, they were not wordy in order to pray a long time, and they were not vain, they were full of meaning and emotion. 
The long prayers Jesus condemns are those made without feeling, for show and with the thought that, like the heathen gods, the living and true God honors many words above a single word prayed from the heart.


B.
The right formula (v. 8)
The right formula is no formula at all. Jesus wants us, “to not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” Prayer is simply coming to the Father and pouring out your heart to Him. Dr. Lloyd-Jones writes there are three things we must do in praying the right way.
First, there must be exclusion. We must shut out and forget other people whether we are praying in private or public. We do not forget to pray for the needs of others. We simply do not focus on what others think about us.
Second, there must be a realization. We must realize we are in the presence of God. Before we utter our first word let us remind ourselves that we have an audience with the almighty, the sovereign of all creation. We must also realize that He is our Father. He loves us, does what is best for us and knows our needs better than we do.

Finally, we must have confidence. We must approach God, our Father, with child-like faith. “When I pray I know that God is my Father, and that He delights to bless me, and that He is much more ready to give than I am to receive and that he is always concerned about my welfare” (Lloyd-Jones).   
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