
    Notes on PRAYER 

 

Prayer is understood differently in different traditions. I will speak of Christian prayer, prayer as 

understood within the narrative of Israel and Jesus.  

In the Christian tradition, it is not prayer that is the focus but the One to whom we pray – the God of 

Jesus Christ. Other aspects of prayer such as methods, techniques and times take second place to 

this primary focus; and in summary, what we know about our God  is, in the words of Dr Michael 

Ramsay, a former Archbishop of Canterbury, that “God is Christlike and in him there is no un-

Christlikeness at all.” That knowledge provides the shape and nature of our prayer. 

The Bible is full of people praying.  Psalms, in particular, has always been the prayer-book of Israel 

and the Church. The people pray because they know God as the one who has committed himself to 

them, covenanted with them: “I will be your God and you will be my people”. They pray their joys, 

their pain, their guilt, their despair, their doubt, their anger and their grief. They ‘cry out’ in praise, 

petition, lament and confession, trusting that they will be heard by their God and answered. They do 

not simply pray; they pray to God in order to be heard. “In the morning you hear me; in the morning 

I offer you my prayer, watching and waiting”. Nothing in their experience is outside the embrace of 

prayer, and thus the embrace of God; for in God they place their hope and he is faithful. 

So Christian prayer is always understood to be answering prayer, God’s people responding to what 

God has said to them and done for them in creation and salvation. 

 

Romans 8: 14-17, 26-27 

*Christian prayer is relational, a response of the children of God, adopted in Christ, into the family of 

their Abba, Father; not an action of fear, but of love by we who are heirs with Christ.   

*This is the work of the Holy Spirit, the “Go-Between God” (J.V.Taylor). The Spirit leads us, comforts 

us, empowers us. In fact, our prayer is caught up into the life of the Trinity, God - Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. God shared our human life that we might share his divine life.   

* Weakness and inadequacy in prayer is natural and should not overly concern us, because our 

inability to pray provides space for the Spirit to do his work in us and for us.”The Spirit helps us in 

our weakness”. Prayer is an exercise in de-selfing – losing our life that we might find it. Being naked 

before God in prayer brings awareness of our frailty and weakness to the fore, allowing the Spirit to 

pray in us.  

In the words of Leonard Cohen about the futile human search for success: “there’s a crack, a crack in 

everything; that’s where the light gets in”. Unless we face the cracks in our lives, we will never know 

the light. What enables us to face the cracks in our lives is that we are forgiven in Christ, made new 

in him, putting off the old and putting on the new. That is one of the results of prayer: reminding us 

whose we are and that makes all the difference. 

 



The Lord’s Prayer (Luke 11.1-4) 

*When the disciples ask him to teach them to pray, Jesus doesn’t suggest techniques, doesn’t 

demand, doesn’t rebuke them. He simply gives them the shape of prayer, which is the shape of his 

life. As we follow Jesus’ life, we see at each stage the outworking of an aspect of what he prays in 

the Lord’s prayer. 

*Again, the person addressed in prayer is ‘Abba”, Father. Prayer is relational, familial.  Prayer is not a 

performance nor an earning but an expression of love. 

*The focus of prayer is God – that his name be hallowed, his kingdom come, his will be done on 

earth as in heaven. That is the starting point of prayer before any personal petitions are made. In 

praying this way, we acknowledge straight away that we are not God and that we need to have our 

desires and thoughts purified in the light of God’s will for us.   

*We are to pray for our bread daily – recognising that all is gift and not our possession . As the 

Israelites weren’t to hoard the manna from heaven in the wilderness and if they did it went mouldy, 

so we are to pray for the resources of God’s grace for each day and each new situation.  

*Forgiveness is the atmosphere in which we are to pray: the assurance of God’s forgiveness of us 

who have sinned against him, and our responsive forgiveness of those who have sinned against us. 

We have already prayed for God’s kingdom to come and his will to be done on earth as it is in 

heaven. We have been forgiven in heaven, we are now to forgive on earth. The test of how deeply 

we have received God’s forgiveness is the freedom with which we forgive others. 

Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Tax-Collector highlights this aspect of prayer. The Pharisee 

tells God how worthy he is of God’s attention; the tax-collector cannot even look up, simply praying: 

“Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.” It was the tax-collector who went home justified. Mercy and 

humility are at the heart of prayer. 

*With Jesus teaching us to pray to resist temptation and be saved from evil, we are made aware that 

prayer always has an ethical dimension to it. Prayer is part of our transformation by the Spirit into 

the likeness of Christ. Prayer being relational and familial means that those praying must seek to 

share the family likeness. “Be holy as I am holy”. 

*The Lord’s Prayer is to be prayed corporately. It is the prayer of Jesus’ disciples as a body, the 

prayer of the Church. We are to pray our Father, our daily bread, our sins, not my Father, my daily 

bread, my sins. (Discussion of the importance of this will be left until another time.) 

 

Psalm 130 

*This is a prayer out of the depths. As Psalm 139 says, there is no place, no condition of life in which 

God is not with us and where he can be addressed.  

*Here it is again the overwhelming sense of God’s forgiveness that drives the psalmist to watch for 

God, more that watchmen for the morning. “If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, who could 



stand?” Rather than it being success which brings us to God, it is the experience of God’s forgiveness 

of our failure, sinfulness and self-assertion that provides the strongest foundation for prayer.  

* Hope is what is always to characterise our prayer: ‘O Israel, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord, 

there is steadfast love, and with him is great power to redeem.” 

 

 

Isaiah 55.6-11 

*”Seek the Lord while he may be found, call upon him while he is near.”  The invitation to prayer is 

always there. And for Christians, Jesus is always near, for he is Immanuel, ‘God with us’. We can 

always seek him, knowing that he first sought us. 

*Again, we have the link between prayer and transformation, prayer and forgiveness. “Let the 

wicked forsake their way...let them return to the Lord, that he may have mercy on them...”. 

Forgiveness is central to prayer because the barrier between the holy God (“my thoughts are not 

your thoughts”)and sinful humanity cannot be removed without God’s mercy; and there can be no 

honesty in prayer without the willingness to be forgiven and to forgive others. 

* God is God so his purpose cannot be frustrated. We are not God. But we can pray confident that 

we are heard and that our prayers will be taken up into the purposes of God for the salvation of the 

world. 

Summary 

*Christian prayer is prayer to God. We are not “good” at prayer, whatever that means. But we are 

not to look at ourselves praying, be self-conscious about what we are doing, or even being conscious 

we are praying. God is central to our prayer and we are to fix our focus on him who has done all 

things necessary for our life and our salvation. Because we are in Christ, we live his prayer; we are 

his prayer, empowered by the Holy Spirit even when we’re not conscious of it. 

We know who this God is through the story of Israel and Jesus, although much remains a mystery to 

us. We don’t pray into a void. We have the narratives of the God who comes to us in the weakness 

of Israel and of the Cross of Christ and whose power of love and new creation in the Holy Spirit is 

transforming us ‘from one degree of glory to the next”. We have the sacraments of baptism and 

Eucharist where all we bring to God is empty hands in order to receive our lives from him, through 

Jesus’ death  and resurrection. Prayer is also an expression of our bringing empty hands waiting to 

be filled in Christ with the gifts of faith, hope and love through which we, in turn, are enabled to 

pray, with faith, hope and love. All is gift. 

“Rejoice in the Lord, always; again I say rejoice. Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is 

near. Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by prayer and petition with thanksgiving, 

make your requests known to God. And the peace of God which passes all understanding will guard 

your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” (Phil.4.4-8) 


