
Study 10

“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the 
Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their 
many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows 
what you need before you ask him. Pray then like this…” 
(Matthew 6:7-9) 

We have been considering our Lord’s teaching on the practice of 
authentic righteousness, and how a Christian man must not be 
like the hypocrites and seek what they’re after but rather must be 
authentic in what he does and seek only God and what He offers. 
We have been warned that if recognition and a reputation is what 
we’re seeking then our spiritual acts of righteousness are nothing 
more than religious eye-wash. And therefore, we have seen how 
we must forget ourselves altogether and focus solely on our 
Heavenly Father in everything that we set out to say and do. 

We have already examined these principles in light of Jesus’ three 
illustrations on giving, praying and fasting. However, we might 
have noticed that in His illustration on prayer, Jesus elaborates on 
this particular teaching to offer a further deduction on the proper 
practice of prayer. This should not surprise us. If we would stop 
for a minute and contemplate what is actually taking place when 
we pray then we’d crave further instruction on how to do it right.  
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Prayer is without question the most important practice 
in our Christian life. Prayer is without a doubt “the highest 
activity of the human soul.”  There is nothing greater for a man to 1

undertake or to experience than pure communion with his Maker. 
But if we’re honest with ourselves, we might have to admit that it 
is often the hardest thing to practice in our Christian life as well.  

Is there anything more difficult in the Christian life than a sincere 
and serious commitment to speak with God in prayer? How much 
easier do we find it to speak with everyone else around us than we 
find it to speak with God? Do we not find ourselves with much less 
to say when we are alone in silence with God than with others out 
in public? Therefore, what does it tell us about our own Christian 
condition when we examine the time we spend alone with God? 

As Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones puts it: 

“It is when we have left the realm of activities and outward 
dealings with other people, and are alone with God, that 
we really know where we stand in a spiritual sense. It is 
not only the highest activity of the human soul, it is the 
ultimate test of our true spiritual condition.”     2

Study the history of great men throughout church history, and you 
will see the seriousness with which they approached this issue of 
prayer. It’s a seriousness we see also in the lives of the disciples.  

    D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 3221

    Ibid., 3222
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The disciples watched the way Jesus spent time and spoke to His 
Father in prayer, and they desperately wanted what He seemed to 
have. They saw how He would get up early before the sunrise and 
how He’d go up alone upon the mountain and how He’d spend the 
whole night in prayer with His Father. We might put ourselves in 
their shoes and find ourselves wondering the same things that 
they were probably wondering, “How does He do this? What 
could He possibly be talking about for such a long period of 
time? I seem to run out of things to say after just a few minutes. I 
seem to lose focus shortly after I begin. What is it that leads Him 
to enjoy this time of prayer so much? What is it that makes this 
seem so easy and pleasurable for Him?”  

There is little doubt that this is what lead them to humbly beg, 
“Lord, teach us how to pray.”  They wanted to pray like He was 3

praying. They wanted to know God like He knew Him. They 
wanted to enjoy the Father’s presence in the same way that Jesus 
seemed to enjoy Him.  

Have you ever felt this in your own life? Do you find your time in 
prayer discouraging or dissatisfying in relation to what we observe 
in Scripture of Jesus’ times in prayer? Is there a hunger and thirst 
within your soul to learn more and more about how to pray and 
what we should be saying in prayer? Is there a desire to enjoy the 
Father’s presence more than you currently seem to enjoy it? Do 
you find yourself begging like the disciples, “Lord, please teach me 
how to pray?”  

    Luke 11:13
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In this section of the Sermon on the Mount, we have what is most 
commonly called The Lord’s Prayer. This portion of Scripture is 
literally where Jesus teaches His people how to pray. And so here 
in what is Jesus’ manifesto on the Kingdom way of life, we are 
given a perfect synopsis on how to pray and what to pray for.    4

Now, to be sure, there are many people with many different kinds 
of beliefs about God and beliefs about nature and beliefs about the 
world around them who seem to practice some form of prayer. 
But Jesus takes some time to show us how a Christian’s prayer is 
something unique and unlike any other form of prayer. Once 
again, the Christian’s prayer is something that is essentially 
different and entirely distinct from all other kinds of prayer.  

Now, in the previous study, we discussed how hypocritical prayer 
is a way of praying that is primarily focused on ourselves and/or 
our audience around us. However, as Jesus elaborates here, 
hypocrisy is not the only sin to avoid when it comes to prayer. 
There is another very ‘religious’ way of praying that Jesus says is 
inadequate and unrewarding. It is the method of offering up our 
prayers through mindless and very mechanical repetition. 

What do we mean by mechanical? Quite plainly, it means we’re 
focused on the mechanics of the prayer. We’re focused more on 
the words we say, the phrases we use, the amount of time we 
spend saying them, and the tone that we use while saying them. 
Jesus describes such as prayer as “heaping up empty phrases.” 

    Lloyd-Jones, 3234
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Jesus says don’t be like those who recite certain phrases and 
perform certain rituals assuming that is the kind of thing that will 
help us get what we want from God. We must not try to get God’s 
attention through style points. God is not impressed with our use 
of elaborate language, tone or technique. It is performance; not 
prayer. 

You see, a mechanical religious prayer tends to be a performance 
based prayer that operates on this basic assumption that says, 
“Lord, I’ve done what you’ve asked, now I expect you to respond.” 
It places ourselves as the main focus of the prayer, and it also 
carries with it a sense of entitlement. “God, I’ve done this. God, so 
why won’t you do this? God, why are you not listening?” 

And so once again, Jesus is calling His people to something 
different and of better quality than the religious eye-wash that the 
Pharisees and religious leaders were practicing. And in doing so, 
Jesus provides us with a model for how a Christian ought to pray.  

Through this model, He reveals that Christian prayer must be 
authentic rather than hypocritical and personal rather than 
mechanical. After all, a mechanical religious prayer bases itself on 
what we are doing, but an authentic Christian prayer is based on 
who we are. And not just merely who we are, but ultimately Who's 
we are. Our Lord has already encouraged us to live in this world as 
the children of our Heavenly Father. Therefore, the true 
citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven will set his heart, mind 
and soul on enjoying the Father’s presence in prayer. 
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Our Father 

Now, before we begin to look at this model of prayer known as 
The Lord’s Prayer, we might take a second to note the irony here. 
Our Lord has provided this particular model up against His 
rebuke of mindless repetition in prayer, and yet the words found 
in this model of prayer have become the most repeated words and 
prayer in history. Therefore, there is little doubt that somewhere 
along the way we’ve been given the wrong impression of what we 
have here in The Lord’s Prayer.  

We must understand and emphasize that this prayer is a model 
(or better yet an outline) that is intended to instruct us on how to 
pray and not necessarily on what we should say. If it helps, we 
may put it this way. This model gives us the main principles as 
mere outline headings and then leaves it up to us to expound on 
them and work them out in our own words as we pray. As Lloyd-
Jones puts it, “The Lord’s Prayer covers everything; and all we do 
is to take these principles and employ and expand them and base 
our every petition upon them.”     5

So, that being said, as we examine Jesus’ model on how we ought 
to pray, we don’t have to get very far into it before we see what we 
mean when we say that authentic prayer is based on who we are 
and more importantly Who’s we are. Jesus reveals it right out the 
gate that the basis for all authentic Christian prayer is found in 
that introductory phrase of invocation, “Our Father in heaven.” 

    Lloyd-Jones, 3255
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Now, referring to God as Father has become so common today 
that many of us hardly give it any deep thought or consideration. 
We completely take for granted and fail to grasp how radical this 
was for Jesus to tell His first followers to refer to God in this way.  

Scholars have found that there is not a single Old Testament 
writing or ancient Jewish writing that predates Jesus in which a 
Jewish writer or author addressed God directly as Father in 
prayer. Jesus was the first. And the religious leaders of the day 
charged Him with blasphemy for doing so. And yet, He called His 
followers to do the same. This was an unprecedented game 
changer in the way that God’s people we were able to approach 
Him in prayer. 

When those first followers of Jesus first prayed those words “Our 
Father in heaven” there is little doubt that they felt extremely 
privileged and probably a bit nervous to be able to approach the 
almighty God of the universe in such an intimate and personal 
manner.  

Have we lost this sense of wonder and privilege concerning the 
access to approach the God of the Universe as our Father? Would 
not all of our difficulties in prayer be eliminated if we simply 
stood in awe at the access we’ve been given to speak with the 
sovereign God like a small child speaks with a loving father? We 
might wonder if we’ve ever really prayed at all if we haven’t first 
understood this privilege of coming to God as our Father?  
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Jesus reveals that the Christian man doesn’t have to approach 
God from a distance as “Our God” or “Our Creator” or “Our 
King” (even though all those titles are certainly correct). The 
Christian has been granted the incredible privilege of approaching 
God as “Our Father in heaven.”  

The rest of the world does not have this kind of access. The rest of 
the world cannot approach God in this manner. This is a model 
prayer given to those who are already chosen children of 
God. Remember, our Lord began this great sermon with His 
description of what a true child of God looks like. If the Beatitudes 
don’t describe you then this model of prayer doesn’t apply to you.   
Only those who are poor in spirit, only those who hunger and 
thirst for righteousness, only those who are pure in heart can 
come to God with any confidence saying, “Our Father in heaven.”  

Now, it should not be overlooked that many of us may have a bad 
perception of that term father based on our experience and 
relationship with our earthly father. However, we must never 
forget that God is our Father in heaven. God is a new Father from 
Heaven. He is unlike any other father here on earth. For God is in 
heaven, and you are on the earth.  And yes, as the author of 6

Hebrews puts it, we must approach Him with reverence and awe 
because He is a consuming fire.  However, the good news revealed 7

to us in Christ is that He is an all consuming fire who has also 
declared Himself to be our unconditionally loving Father.  

    Ecclesiastes 5:26

    Hebrews 12:287
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For all who have received Jesus, who believed in His name, He 
has given the right to become children of God.  For in Christ Jesus 8

we are all sons of God, through faith.  For all who are led by the 9

Spirit of God are sons of God. For we have received the Spirit of 
adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” The Spirit 
himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 
and if children, then heirs. We are heirs of God and fellow heirs 
with Christ.  Therefore, as the children of our Heavenly 10

Father, our adoption is the basis on which we now pray. 

So what exactly does Scripture mean by our adoption? 

Our Adoption 

Now, think about how adoption works today. When a child is 
legally adopted, he has been placed in a new intimate relationship 
that he wasn’t born into. The child did nothing to earn this new 
relationship. It’s a relationship based solely on the love, grace and 
pursuit of the parents that desire to have this child as one of their 
own.  

Not only that, adoption is costly. And more times than not, a great 
sacrifice has to be made by the parents’ in order to purchase the 
child they wish to adopt. Only after this costly price has been paid 
can the child then be declared a legal member of his new family. 

    John 1:!28

    Galatians 3:269

   Romans 8:14-1710
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Now, the legal adoption does nothing to change the child’s genes 
or his makeup, but what it has done is now placed the child into a 
household where he can learn from his new parents. The child 
learns from their love, example, instruction and discipline and 
eventually takes on more and more of the family resemblance.  

It’s an amazing privilege that the Creator God of the Universe 
allows us to approach Him like an adopted child approaches his 
new father. We’ve done nothing to earn this right. It has been 
given to us because of the love, grace and pursuit of our Heavenly 
Father who desired to have us as His own children.  

And this is an incredibly costly privilege. But one that has been 
paid for in full by our Elder Brother, the One True Child of God, 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God and our Savior-King. 

The Christian is a man who has been supernaturally reborn as an 
adopted son of God. He is a new creation with a new nature and 
the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, he takes on 
more and more of the family resemblance as he continues to learn 
from His Father’s love, example, instruction and discipline. 

Dr. Timothy Keller says, “The Fatherhood of God. Your 
understanding that you are an adopted child of God is the very 
essence of what it means to be a Christian… And if you don’t 
understand that. At some level you don’t understand what it 
means to be a Christian at all.” 
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If we are going to pray to the Almighty God of the Universe at all, 
we have to understand Him in terms of our loving Heavenly 
Father who has graciously pursued and adopted us as one of His 
own children by purchasing us with the blood of His one and only 
Son. Only after we’ve experienced the amazing grace of being re-
fathered by God Himself will we find ourselves truly enjoying His 
presence in sincere and consistent prayer.  

So, as we’ve attempted to point out, the introductory phrase, “Our 
Father in heaven,” controls everything that follows. A brief look at 
the rest of this model of prayer reveals two main divisions that 
ought to be considered.  

The first three phrases that follow the introductory phrase are 
phrases of adoration that are concerned with the honor and glory 
of God. Then the final three phrases given in this model are 
petitions that are concerned about our needs and the needs of 
others. This division is important because it lays before us what is 
possibly the greatest principle of the Christian life.  

Before we ever begin to think about ourselves or our 
own needs or even find concern ourselves with the 
desperate needs of others, we must first and foremost be 
concerned about God Himself — His honor and His 
glory.  

That is why we enter into all our prayer remember who we are and 
most importantly Who’s we are.     
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• Understanding God as our Father elevates our desire for His 
name to be hallowed, revered and honored among men. 

• It elevates our desire for the expansion of His current Kingdom, 
the coming of our King’s return and the consummation of that 
Kingdom in the promised New Heaven and New Earth. 

• It elevates our desire to understand His will as given to us in His 
Word and for His will to be done to the best of our knowledge. 

• Understanding God as our Father elevates our confidence that 
He will provide all of our basic needs in life. 

• It elevates our confidence that He will forgive us as His children. 
• And it elevates our confidence that He will protect us from the 

powers of darkness and the temptations of this world.   

So many of our difficulties in prayer are summed up in the simple 
truth that we are failing to grasp God as our Father in heaven. We 
lack an understanding of what He has said in His Word, and 
therefore we lack the words and the knowledge of what to say to 
Him in prayer. Those who don’t truly know God won’t really know 
what they should say to Him. They will fall into the temptation of 
vain prayer in public because they know how to speak to their 
audience better than they know how to speak to their God. Or they 
will fall into the temptation of mindless mechanical prayers 
because they don’t know what else to say. We will fail to truly 
enjoy the Father’s presence in prayer when we are 
failing to experience the grace, knowledge and 
application of His Word in practice.       
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Jesus is not saying that, “Our Father in heaven,” is merely another 
way for people to pray. Jesus is declaring that all prayer must be 
approached on the basis of this relationship between child and 
Father. We are the adopted children, and God is our loving 
Father. This changes everything and brings enjoyment in prayer. 

When we approach all prayer on the basis of our adoption, we will 
adore God the way the Bible says He ought to be adored. The 
Christian is someone who looks at His adoption, and he is amazed 
that he can even be considered a child of God in the first place. He 
knows that any answer to prayer is a free gift given by a loving 
heavenly Father to his child.  

The mechanical religious person, on the other hand, may find it 
hard to adore God at all. The religious person prays and considers 
an answer to prayer as what he had coming to him based on what 
he’s done or he looks at an unanswered prayer and assumes he’s 
not doing enough. The religious person is more times than not 
going to find himself angry, exhausted or entitled while the 
Christian adores God with a sense of wonder that he’s even a 
Christian in the first place. 

And when we approach all prayer on the basis of our adoption, we 
will trust God the way the Bible says we ought to trust Him. A 
child doesn’t expect to understand his parents all the time. A child 
may find himself confused or frustrated, but he also finds himself 
with confidence knowing that loving parents always have your 
best interests in mind. Loving parents don’t give their children 
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everything they ask for but always seek to give them what they 
truly need. Children trust loving parents. They don’t expect to 
understand everything they do, but they can trust that their 
parents know more about what they really need than they do. 

The Christian knows that as a child he can ask his Heavenly 
Father for anything, but the Christian also knows that he can trust 
his Father when He says, ‘No’.   

Our Lord has laid it out plain before us, and we ought to thank 
Him for doing so. We must no longer be like those who expect 
things from God based on what they do or say. We must learn to 
enjoy prayer based on who we are and Who's we are as the 
adopted children of our Father in heaven.  
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