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LEARNING TO PRAY

"Lord, teach us to pray.. ". Luke 11:1

Hove you ever felt the urge to pray? If yougor
like most people, you don't pray. But | wonder 1f
you ever feel somethingstirring insidethat comes
awfully close to being a prayer. But tlen you re
member that you don't believe there is o god
at leastnot a personal one, sgou wait a couple
of mir.utesand the feeling goes away. But every
once ina while it comes backls this an accurate
description of what happens tpou sometges?

Now, possibly | shouldn't even be talking with
you about prayer at all if you feel as you do.
Because,you see, if you don't really believe that
there is o personal god and you get over those
brief urges to pray rather easily, we should just
forget this subject. After all, if thegmayou don't Q
pray is that youdon't believe therels a godwe H
should engage in a lengthy discussionabout the 4
existence of God before we talk about prayer. U

There is no use, for example, talking to people
about learning how to swim if they hate watgt
are afraid of it.We first have to develop their m-
terest in being in the water and help them con
quer their fear of it before we talk about swim
ming. So, too, it's rather foolish to talk to a person
about prayer unless we have first talked about
God.

But just o minute. We were talking about swim
ming and fear of water o few secondsago. We
agreed that we would first have to get people over
their fear of water before we could teach them to
swim, and so, too, we would first have to convince
0 person that there is o God before we could
expect operson to pray.ls this reallytrue? Fear
of water and swimming-do you hove to get over
your fear of water before you learn to swim? |
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don't think so. | believe that the best way to get
over being afraid of water is to learn to swim. Do
you hove to learn to like being in the water before
you con learn toswim? | don't thinkso. | believe
that once o person learns to swim, he then can
begin to enjoy the water.

And you know, the some is true when it comes
to prayer. Have you ever thought thot perhaps
your faith in the existenceof God could begin to
grow if you start praying télim?

| know that this seems backwards, and some may
even think it to be dishonest. Some might object
that it .isnot really moral to suggestthat people
start praying before they get their beliefs straight
ened out. If they started praying because ofsuch
proddings, whatever praying they did mightjus
o psychological exercise, and they might end up
talking to themselves. Then, they might just as well
not pray at all.

| would agree that it wouldbe dishonest to try
to get o person likeyou to pray before you hod
your belief in God straightened out, except for one
thing. You see, the fact that some might not be too
sure there is o God, or that God is personal, does
not mean that there isno God. Unbelief, atheism,
and agnosticism are noable to destroy God. The
simple fact, which many know, isthat God exists,
and He is o personal being who entersinto per
sonal reoltionshipswith His people. Just because
some think there is no God does not mean that
those of. us who know that God is and that He
hears and answers our prayers hove to agree. We
cannot deny reality. And God is reality, whether
a personchooses to believe irHim or not.

Therefore it would benefit you to think about
prayer and praying even if you don't believe in
God right now. | can't help hoping that even
though you may be somewhapuzzled by this ¢-
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proach, you- recurious. So let's consider learning
to pray, but before doing that, | want to say some
thing to another group of people.

They are those who are interested in this subject
because, even though they do believe in God, they
do not pray very much.Is thisthe way it is with
you?

| was listening to a talk show the other day,
and a woman who called into voice her opinion
about the ordination of women in the church began
by saying, "I'm a backsliding Episcopalian, but |
think... " Well, many people are backsliding
"somethingor other." Maybe you are a backslid
ing Episcopalian, or a backsliding Methodist or
Baptist or Presbyterian,or a "jack" Mormon. You
have heard people prayou used to go to church.
You believe there is a God, and you believe that
if you could find a way to break thesilence that
has existed far too long between you and Him,

He would probably listen to yoBut you just don't =,
pray. If you are married, you never pray with you
wife or husband. Your children never saw you
pray. Yet, sometimeswhen the old grey matter J
starts working and you catch yourself thinking a

bit deeper than usual about yourself and your
future, yol.Ifind that you stillbelieve in God, and
you would like to talk with Him. But you don't
really know how to start anymoreMaybe several
things have come between you and God during

the last few years, and, frankly, you are embar
rassed to knock orHis door. Therefore, you know
that somehow if you could learn to pray, your life
would improve. You know it. But how can you
begin?

Well, learning to pray is simple. Let me give you
three rules to follow: learn from the right teacher,
find the right place, and use the right wordBid
| saysimple®y that | mean the rules can be stated
simply. But there is a lot involved in each of them.
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And it's worth taking the time to examine each
of theserules rathercarefully.

The first rule is, learn from the right teacher.
What does that mean?

The person to learn from, if you want to pray
is, very simply, Jesus Christ of Nazareth. | wish |
could point you to this or that great man and say,
"Let him be your example." | wish | could say,
"Just let me be your example." But | cannot say
that, because | have problems with prayer, too,
just like you do, and | am learning about it just
as well as you are.To start with, a person should
have the best teacher of all. That's Jesus. Those
who were closest to Him during His earthly ministry
understood that He was qualified to teach about
prayer. The Gospel of Luke records their asking
Him, "Lord, teach usto pray" (Luke11:1.)

Now then, Jesus is qualified to teach us to pray
for at least a couple of reasons. First ofall, con
tact with Jesus will help us get our God-thoughts
straightened out. Obviously, your prayers will be
meaningful and important only if thereis a real
God who hears your prayers and pays attention to
them. Jesus Christ of Nazareth is supremely qua-li
fied to help us at this point because He has come
to reveal God.

A few minutes ago, | said that if you don-t have
very clear ideas about- God, perhaps your ideas
would clear up and you would start believing if
you started praying. Well, that can happen if Jesus
is your teacher, but only if you get to know your
teacher very well. To do this, you will have to take
the time to read the Gospel accounts of Jesus- life,
death, and resurrection from the deddbybe you
would like to concentrate on one of the first books
of the New Testament. A book like Mark is a very
good book to begin with. The Gospel of John is
very good, too. If Jesus is going tg/che teacher,
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you will obviously hovey spend some time with To tell you the truth,we have somewhathe

Him. same problem when it comes to talking with God.
And as you do that, you "“(ill gradually see that God is holy, and we are notand God knows

all our God-thoughts, our God-ideas, and our God it. And we know it. The sin we joke about some

questions ore resolved when we concentrate our attimes and enjoy committing other times is an insur

tentionon Jesus Christof Nazareth. Whoreally mountabléarrierbetweenus and God.

careswhetherGod existsif God is some kind of Have you ever noticedhow thick and impen

impersonal force? Who cares, if God is far away gtraple ‘the door on a bank vault is? Well our sin

from us and uninteresteth us? When we look is like a bank vault door. We are on the outside

at Jesus, we see that God not only exists, but He 554 God is on the inside, and there's no getting

is love, and He wants to communicate with us, ang) Himand this is where Jesus comes in.

He wantsus to communicateith Him. Jesusis

the i f the invisible God" (Colossi 1:15). Jesusdied on theross, as you know. Do you .
Heiel\gglgs?hgloveeo%négsé: '(?Godo is lgvc;c.).sjc,léns ) know ":"hat that cross was all about? Did you think

In this is love ..that [God] sent his Son to be it was j.usta_personaltragedyin Jesus'life? It

the [paymentifor our sins" (I john 4:8, I 0). was not thakhe cross was the place where Jesus
In the book dfebrews in the New 'festament Christof Nazarethpaid the price of humansin.

the Bible says, "whoever would draw near to God And now what happens is this: everyone who con

mustbelievethat he existsand that he rewards fes§esthatjesus Ch.ri.stis theSon of Go,d and
those who seek him" (MeB).you con believ& claims Jesus as hisid® receives Jesus' righteous

that about God if you believe that the Lord gesus €55 @s God's free ﬁﬁfk big door swings open.
Christ is the Son of God who died for the payment?nd you and I can talk to God.

of your sin, whbas been raised from the dead, Jesus can teach usto pray because He took care
ond who is nowolive. of the sin problem. So, you see, those who go to
Jesus,who is God, revealsGod, and thusHe Jesusand askfor instruction in prayae going
is the best teacherthereis. But He's the best to theright pladde shows them what He's done
teacherfor another reason, tdesus is the per for them,and as we'reimpressed by whte is
sonwho opens the door so that our prayers can and by what He has done, we learn to pray and
actually come into God's presence. our prayers get through.
Have you ever wanted to spend just five or ten He's a great teacher. Andwhat's more,He's
minutes talking with someoneiwlery impor experienced00. As you readhe Bibleand get
tant, but you couldn't because there were too many to know. Hinbetter,you will discoverHim time
barriersin the way? Therewere secretariesvho and time agaiprayingHimselfto His. Father in
wouldn't let you get near theHmamas terribly heaven. The Bible even says that Jesus is busy right
busy. And most of all, he was terrifically importanthow prayingfor His people:"He is able for oil
and probably wouldn'tlistenif you got into his time to save those who draw near to God through
.officeSo you gave up trying to see him. He was him, since he always lives to make intercession for
just too big and remotefor a personas small them" (Hebrews 7:25). Intercession is a name for a
0S you. specialkind of prayer. And Jesusis busy at it.
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Could you ask for a greater teacher than this?
Of course not. Let Jesus teach you to pray.

The second rule for those .who would like to
learn to pray is, find the right place. It is very
fascinating thatwhen Jesus taught people to pray
years ago, 1l-.:! began by talking about the place of
prayer. Evidently He figured that environment ,,.;;as
very important. We con understand that, because
we know theimportance ofenvironmentourselves.

For example, if you ore going to hove on elaborate
meal that features on expensivecut of meat with

all the trimmings,you- probably won't hove it at
Saturday noon in the kitchen on paper plates with
the children wearing the clothes they ploy in. En
vironment makes good food taste even better. And
if you have something important to discuss with
your wife orhusband, or with theperson you ore
going to marry, you probably won't try to talk
about it while you ore riding in a subway at
rush hour. §

Prayer needs a place, too. Jesus said: "And when®*

(AR

you pray, you must not be like tHeypocrites;for

they love to stand and pray inthe synagogues and*®

at the street corners, that they may be seen by
men. Truly, | soy to you, they hove their reword.

But when 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 reword
you" (Matthew 6:5, 6).

Jesus knew that prayer con twist and contort
human personalitylt con bring out the horn actor
in a person. So when He began to talk about
prayer, He talked about actors-that's what hypo
crites were. In Jesus' day, the hypocrites played the
role of the pious man, and they arranged their
day so that the set times of prayer would occur
just when they happenedto be at a street corner
or in the middle of a shopping centefhere they
would make a big show of their piety, lifting up
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their hands, tilting their heads bock, and they
would mutter, frown, and smile in order to call at
tention tothemselves.

"That, my friend, is not what | mean by prayer,"
says Jesus. No, Jesus tells us to go off somewhere
all by ourselves and do our praying in secret.
Prayer is a secret. It's not a secret to God, but it is
a secretso for as those who know you ore con
cerned. Oh, of course, there are times when we
are calledon to pray publicly, and often we pray
in the presence of our wife or husband or with
other membersof our family. But if that's all the
praying we do, our prayers are probably worth
less. Behind all observable prayer there must be
secret prayer. How much you pray is nobody's
business.No one hos to knowBut you will know.
And -God will know. Jesus says, "[Your] Father who
sees in secret will reword you." That's good news,
isn't it?

It seems to me that this is extremely encouraging
for people like us who would like to start praying
or who would like to pray better than they do.
Here is something you can do and you don't need
any special equipmentfor it. Sometimesthere -ore
sports thatintrigue us, but we ore discouraged be
cause there is so much involved in storfing. You
have to buy special shoes. You need special equip
ment. You hove to wear the right clothes when
you p'ay. And you hove to become a member of
a club. And you soy, "Forget it-if all that is in
volved, I'll just get my exercise running around the
block," Well, prayer isn't like that.

All you have to do is comjust as you are and
find a secret place and there start talking to God,
depending on Christ for guidance and confident
that because of Jesus' sacrifice God will hear.
Surely, you have a secret place somewheredon't
you? Maybe you live all by yourself, and you ore
often lonely, to tell the truth.Well, here's an ad-
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vantage to living alone-you-ve got a secret place
ready made. Or, Mom, when thechildren are fin
ally off to schoolyyou've got a secret place ready
made for you, too, haven t you? Or, Dad, what
about those long drives you have to take when
you call on your customersduring the day-you
can pray with your eyes open, you know. Why,
you have a secret place, too.

Each of us . . somewhere. A teenager can
slip into her room and close the door and pray.
Some people like to get up early in the morning
and pray. But the secret place is where praying
starts. All the other praying people do mustflow
from their prayer in the secret place.

Now there is one more rule for those who want
to lear'n - howo pray: use the right words. Our
great teacher of prayer, Jesus, was fussy about this.
This is what He said: "And in praying do not heap
up empty phrasesas the Gentiles do .... Do not
be like them, for your Father knows what you need‘
before you ask him"(Matthew 6:7, 8).

"Heaping up empty phrases"-ovoid thatlt's on
easy trap to fall into. Once people believe in God,#
they often start trying to browbeat Him. They re
peat themselvesad nouseum.They get themselves
all worked up. Sometimesthey even use words
which they don't understand themselvesand tgy
think thatGod is going to be impressedde's im
pressedall right. He is impressedvith how stupid
such prayers are. He con tell by their use of repe
tition and empty phrases that they doa't under
stand Him at all. Prayer like that turns God off.

Don't use empty words. Use full words. Use
words that express the fullness of your own
thought. A praying man has to be a thinker. He
must hove a thoughtful approach to lifeHe must
really understand himself, his dear ones, his en
vironment, and his world. He doesn't just rattle
on and on, but sometimes he says a few sentences
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and then thinks about what he hos been talking
about.

Full words-this is what we need. And you know,
Jesus gave usspecial instruction so thaur words
will be full. This is how the Lord's Prayer serves
us. You hove heard about it, I'm sure. The lord's
Prayer is designed to help us to pray with full
words. Notice its full words:"Our Father, who art
in heaven, Hollowed be thy name. Thy kingdom
come, Thy 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 hove forgiven our debtors;
and lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from
evil." 'fou con soy itn 20 secondsBut when you
understand the meaning of this prayer and you
allow its concernsto become your concerns, your
prayer becomes more and more meaningful. Those
who understand the meaning of the prayer we coll
the Lord's Prayer ore kept from heaping up empty
phrases. Actually, w_eshouldn't even coll this the
Lord's Prayer. We should coll it the People's
Prayer. It's ours. The Lord hos given us this prayer
so that we wouldn't heap up empty phrases when
we talk to God.

| believe that Jesus Christ is coming to you right
now with an invitation to consider the possibility
of praying to God. How long has it been since you
prayed? Maybe you never hove. Maybe you don't
believe that God exists--ot least you haven't up
until now. God does exist, and He has revealed
Himself through Jesus Christ, who died o® Colvory's
cross so that stubborn, calloused . sinnerslike us
could pray and hove all the benefits of answered
prayer in our lives.God exists, and Hehos made

- provisions so that people like you could receive the

benefits of His unbounded love. And God invites

you to go and meet Him in the place of prayer.
Maybe the best thing you could do, for a start,

would be to take the words of the Lord's Prayer
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on your lips. Start with that. And then think about
that prayer. Think about God's honor, and His
kingdom, and His will, and think about your need
for bread, for clothingfor shelter. . . for self
fulfilment, and for meaning.

God is inviting youdo prc;iylsn'tit marvelous
that He planned your day so that you could read
this? God bless you as you 90 to the secret place.

The message printed in this pamphlet was heard over the
Back to God Hour, which Is broadcast every Sunday in
co-operation with the Christian Reformed Churches of
Americajn QueenslanNew South Wales, Victoria,
Tasmaniand WesterrAustraliagnd by shortwave
throughouthe world.

P.@. Box 108, P.O. Box 15392
New Lynn

SUTHERLAND, N.S.W.2232. AUCKLAND N.Z.
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