
 
 

  
Sermon for Sunday, March 10, 2019 

 
 

LEARNING TO PRAY 
 
 
 The agenda of the Board of Education begins with a prayer of invocation, only no one on the 
Board feels competent to give it.  So each month a minister from the community is troubled to 
attend for the sole purpose of offering an opening prayer.  "Lord, teach us to pray." 
 A man has a malignant brain tumor.  He has been an active member of his church his entire 
life, serving as a deacon, an elder, and as a Church School teacher for nearly twenty years.  When 
the minister calls upon him in the hospital, he asks a searing question.  With tears in his eyes he 
says, "I've prayed every day of my life, but never for myself.  Is it okay to pray for myself?"  "Lord, 
teach us to pray." 
 A woman's son is injured in a car accident.  She sits in the emergency waiting room beside 
herself with worry, hoping that he will be all right.  She wants to pray that God will intervene on her 
son's behalf, but she doesn’t know how. Though she has attended church for years, and believes that 
God listens to prayer, she has never taken time to pray herself.  She mumbles a few faltering words 
to herself, and feels kind of silly.  She hopes that God will understand. "Lord, teach us to pray." 
 There is absolutely nothing more central to the Christian life than the exercise of prayer, and 
absolutely nothing which we, as people of faith, do less adequately.  It's not that we do it 
inadequately by saying the wrong phrases, or making our prayers too self-centered, or too short, or 
too long.  It's that we don't do it enough.  That can be a hard lesson to learn when we find ourselves 
suddenly desperate to speak with God, but unable to communicate with the Lord in a way that is 
meaningful for us, or efficacious. 
 The great German theologian Karl Barth wrote that, "To be a Christian and to pray are one 
and the same thing; it is a matter that cannot be left to our caprice.  It is a need, a kind of 
breathing necessary to life."  Argued the reformer, John Calvin, the founder of our Presbyterian 
faith, "The aim of prayer is communion with God.  With that everything is given us, even that 
which each one of us most desperately needs for the journey through life; for when we belong to 
God, his providence is active on our behalf and we stand under the control of his power and 
mercy.  We must continue steadfast in prayer so that we daily grow in the power of the Spirit."  
And Martin Luther, who invites us—no who commands us—to pray said, "If we do not pray, we 
fail to recognize that we are in the presence of God.  We cannot recognize what God is.  Such an 
attitude would render us incapable of grasping the fact that God meets us in Jesus Christ."  
Without prayer, we cannot be Christian; we cannot enjoy communion with Christ.  But it is also 
true, that without Christ, we cannot pray.  It is in him, and through him, and because of him that we 
are driven to pray, that we desire to pray, and that we love to pray. 
 "Lord, teach us to pray."  In this brief confession of faith, the Disciples revealed their 
readiness to learn to pray.  Learning to pray always begins in Christ, in acknowledging that Jesus is 
Lord, in recognizing that this Jesus is in communion with God and that through him we also may 
enter into the presence of God.  Only through Christ do we find the way to God that we may speak 
with God.  We know that in Jesus we have seen the Father, and that through Jesus the Father sees 
us.  Therefore we always pray in the name of Christ, in the power of his relationship with the 
Almighty, because he is our mediator.  In Christ, the divine and the human meet, and commune in 
perfect harmony.  And by virtue of that union, we pray in the complete confidence that our prayers 



 
 
are heard, because it could not be otherwise.  God knows us in Christ, has been us in Christ, flesh of 
our flesh, and bone of our bone.  In Christ, God knows what we need before we even ask it. 
 So prayer begins in faith.  It begins in confessing Jesus as Lord.  And it begins with the 
conviction born of that faith, that what we say in prayer is heard by the Almighty, and that what we 
hear in prayer is the Word of God. 
 Jesus Christ is the Word of God incarnate.  When we experience an encounter with God's 
Word in Jesus, we realize that God's Word is the word of life, and that obedience to that Word, is 
the only way to truly live.  So faith in Christ creates an overwhelming desire in us to live as 
obediently as possible to the Word of God.  But therein we have a problem. Can we really live in 
obedience to God's Word, sinners that we are?  Yes, but only with God's help.  So we pursue God's 
help, asking God to come to our aid, to instruct us in the way of faithful obedience.  Prayer is that 
pursuit.  Writes Karl Barth, "prayer means going toward God, asking him to give us what we 
lack—strength, courage, serenity, prudence—asking him to teach us how to obey the law and 
accomplish his commandments, and then that he may instruct us how to continue in believing 
and believing yet more, and that he may renew our faith."  When we believe in Jesus Christ, we 
have a felt need to hear and obey him, because we know his words are the words of life.  Such 
obedience necessitates that we seek his help.  We do that in prayer, and we do so feeling as if we 
can do no other. We earnestly desire to pray, that we may obey and live.  Hence we, like the 
Disciples, come pleading to Christ, "Lord, teach us to pray."  Teach us how to commune with God, 
how to live in God’s Spirit, that we may enjoy the abundant life we have seen in you. 
 "Lord, teach us to pray."  The fact is we don't know how to pray.  We aren't sure whether we 
are supposed to speak or to listen; we don't know what words to say, or what topics to address; we 
don't know the first thing about it, save that we aren't very good at it.  How can we possibly enjoy 
the abundant life of Christ, if we cannot pray well? 
 The apostle Paul, a man who certainly knew how to pray well, and who came as close as 
anyone in the Bible to living the abundant life in Christ, confessed that he too did not know how to 
pray.  He was a man who, because he knew how to pray, said that he did not know how to pray.  To 
the Christians in Rome he wrote, "Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not 
know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.  And 
God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes 
for the saints according to the will of God." (Romans 8:26-27). 
 Paul knew the Lord's Prayer when he spoke those words. Yet he recognized that even using 
the right words did not insure that he knew how to pray.  He recognized that there was no way in 
which as a mere human being he could bridge the gap between himself and God.  Writes Paul 
Tillich, "This we should never forget when we pray: We do something humanly impossible.  We 
talk to somebody who is not somebody else, but who is nearer to us than we ourselves are.  We 
address somebody who can never become an object of our address because he is always subject, 
always acting, always creating.  We tell something to Him who knows not only what we tell Him 
but also all the unconscious tendencies out of which our conscious words grow." 
 Paul's solution to this problem is the gospel.  The gap between God and ourselves can be 
bridged only by God.  When we pray, God intercedes on our behalf, searching out the deep things 
of our hearts.  It is God who prays through us, when we pray to God.  That's what Paul means when 
he says the Spirit helps us in our weakness.  The Spirit is God present with us, something in us and 
around us that is not ourselves, but God.  And the Spirit "intercedes [for us] with sighs too deep for 
words." 
 "With sighs too deep for words"—that is the essence of prayer.  Only in wordless sighs can 
we approach God, and even those sighs are God's work in us.  Sighing is the expression of our 
human weakness, the recognition of our hopeless unworthiness.  But the Spirit of God, in 
accordance with God's will, embraces our wordless sighs and lifts them into the presence of God.  
So the words we use to pray are ultimately unimportant because they are not the essence of prayer.  



 
 
The essence of prayer is the act of God who is working in us to raise us to God’s self. 
 This finally answers the question so often asked by Christians: Which kind of prayer is most 
adequate to pray?  The prayer of confession, the prayer of thanksgiving, the prayer of adoration, the 
prayer of intercession, the prayer of supplication, the prayer of petition, the prayer of invocation, the 
prayer of silence, which?  Paul makes no such distinctions.  They are dependent on words; but the 
sighing of the Spirit in us is too deep for words and for the distinctions of the kinds of prayer.  The 
prayer that is most adequate is a prayer of the heart; it is an act of affection, a labor of love.  God 
after all does not desire the dedication of our words, but the allegiance of our hearts.  In the heart 
that is turned toward God, in the heart that is sighing for Eden, in the heart that desires to obey 
God's gracious will, is where the best prayers, begin and end. 
 Prayer is a grace.  It is in itself, an act of God with which God draws us to God’s self, in and 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, with sighs too deep for words.  We begin to learn its method and its 
power when we say from the depths of our hearts, "Lord, teach us to pray." 

 
"Teach Us To Pray" by Peter Marshall: 

 
 Lord, teach us to pray.  Some of us are not skilled in the art of prayer.  As we draw near to 
you in thought, our spirits long for your Spirit, and reach out to you, longing to feel you near.  
We know not how to express the deepest emotions that lie hidden in our hearts. 
 In these moments, we have no polished phrases with which to impress one another, no 
finely molded, delicately turned clauses to present to you.  Nor would we be confined to 
conventional petitions and repeat our prayers like the unwinding of a much-exposed film.  We 
know, our Father, that we are praying most when we are saying least.  We know that we are 
closest to you when we have left behind the things that have held us captive so long. 
 We would not be ignorant in prayer and, like children, make want lists for you.  Rather, 
we pray that you will give to us only what we really need.  We would not make our prayers the 
importuning of you, an omnipotent God, to do what we want you to do.  Rather, give us the 
vision, the courage, that shall enlarge our horizons and stretch our faith to the adventure of 
seeking your loving will for our lives. 
 We thank you that you are hearing us even now.  We thank you for the grace of prayer.  
We thank you for yourself.  In Christ we pray.  Amen. 
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