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“When You Pray” / Matthew 6:5-13   

This week and next, I want to address is probably the most important thing we as Christians can 
do.  Pray.  One commentator says, “Prayer is beyond any question the highest activity of the human 
soul.  [A person] is at his greatest and highest, when, upon his knees, he comes face to face with God.”  
When we pray, do we even realize what is happening?  God himself, the creator of the universe, 
omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, ever-loving, sovereign, is in intimate conversation with us!  We are 
created by God, but we can also approach him, as the writer to the Hebrews, says, with boldness.  
Prayer is a most amazing thing.  How many of us pray enough?  How many of us are comfortable 
praying?  How many are tongue-tied when we try to pray?  We delight in the fact that God counts the 
hairs on our heads, but we are reluctant to enter into intimate conversation with our Father God.   

If we claim to be Christians, we are to turn our hearts and minds and voices to God in prayer as 
often as possible.  The apostle Paul instructs us to pray without ceasing.  Certainly we should follow 
Paul’s instructions, but we should also look to Jesus’ example of prayer.  Throughout the gospels, 
Jesus often leaves his disciples or the crowds, and goes off to pray, sometimes for hours at a time, even 
all night!  How can we not do otherwise? 

These days, in the life of this great church, we need to be in prayer.  We all know this, but all of 
us (including me!) could use some instruction from our Savior and Lord about how to pray, and how 
not to pray.    

This week, I want to discuss Jesus’ opening words, before the Lord’s Prayer, given to us in the 
gospel of Matthew.  These are important guidelines, telling us, when we pray, how to pray and how 
NOT to pray.  Next week, we will look at the Lord’s Prayer in more detail.  I hope you’re not saying to 
yourself, “two weeks on 9 verses?  A full sermon on 4 verses?”  My friends, we could spend the next 
several weeks on these words, plumbing the depths of their meaning. Years ago, I did a Bible study on 
Matthew, and we spent six weeks on these passages.   

We are in the Sermon on the Mount, and Jesus has just finished instructing his disciples on 
almsgiving.  After this, he turns to the topic of prayer.  Let’s begin with verse 5:  “And whenever you 
pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street 
corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.”  In 
Jesus’ time, prayer was important part of the Jewish person’s life.  A devout Jew would pray in the 
Temple several times each day, or would stop whatever he was doing and pray.  The prayers were long 
too!  One particular prayer had eighteen benedictions.  So Jesus’ words, when you pray were not all 
that unusual.  On the other hand, as is likely to happen when we humans get involved, some of the 
prayers had become ostentatious.  Our word hypocrite comes from the Greek hupocreetai, which is 
what they called actors!    

Those who were ostentatious would stand like this, with their heads bowed, and their arms 
outstretched to God.  Notice how I look?  Pretty impressive, huh?  The problem was that some folks, 
the hypocrites, were praying just so others could see how devout and articulate they were!  As Jesus 
says, they were praying standing in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen 
by others.     

Now this is not to say that public prayer should be avoided.  As you know, Jesus prayed many 
times in public, and sometimes we do too.  Whenever we are in a restaurant, we should say grace 
together, not so others can be impressed with our piety, but to remind the world that everything, every 
meal, regardless of location, is from God, and we should be thankful.     

They have received their reward.  If we do something to be noticed by others, we will be 
noticed by others, which is what we wanted in the first place, right?  We will have received our reward.  
Furthermore, if we are to pray in public, we should have a profound and active private prayer life.  I 
heard a story, years ago, about a big church that had as one of its members, a person who was running 
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for public office.  On 4th of July Sunday, this person was the worship assistant.  This guy was not very 
active in the life of the church, but, what a coincidence, here he was on July 4th, reading Scripture and 
leading prayers!  I had a colleague who was a member of that large church, and he was especially 
suspicious of this man’s motives.    

Again, what I am doing up here is a big deal, and I take it very seriously.  To pray itself is 
enough of a privilege and awesome experience – but to pray publicly is even more humbling.  Before 
we think we can lead public prayer, we must remember it is our private prayer life that should direct 
our public prayer life.  Only if we are in private, intimate communion with God, can we even dare to 
begin to pray in public.  Jesus next tells us how to conduct our private prayer life.    

Verse 6: But whenever 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 reward you. Compare this to the last part of 
verse 5, where the hypocrites will receive their reward in full.  Wouldn’t we rather receive our reward 
from God?  The issue here is privacy, quiet, and secrecy.  Instead of praying to those who can see us, 
like the hypocrites do, we are to pray to our Father, who is unseen.  And your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you.      

This is very important.  One of the greatest things I am privileged to do in my work is visit 
folks in the hospital, or in nursing homes.  Believe me, I do not like hospitals, but that’s probably the 
reason I enjoy making the visits.  As many of you know, hospitals are terrible places to be if you are 
sick.  A person has very little clothing on, he or she does not necessarily look his or her best.  There 
may be any number of tubes going into or out of your body.  Your hair is usually not combed, if it’s 
even clean.  And in walks the pastor!    

My friends, this is how God sees us – at our worst.  In secret, when we enter into prayer with 
God Almighty, he sees us in secret.  We can sit here on Sunday, all dressed up, and pray, but God 
knows all our secrets.  Many of you are gracious enough to let me enter the private world of the 
hospital room, and I am honored and humbled to represent Christ and this great fellowship with you, 
when you are at (perhaps) your worst.    

Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  Let me ask you something 
– do we really want to be rewarded for what we do in secret?  I know I don’t!  God knows what we do 
in secret, yet he still loves us!  He still is there to listen to us, in secret, to what we have to say!  That, 
my friends, is a loving God.  Again, I am not God, but I am still honored to see you all when you are 
lying in a hospital bed, miserable.  Some of you have told me some things that are upsetting.  But I am 
sure that God our Father knows even more, since he knows what we do in secret.  And yet, his Son, 
our Savior and Lord, encourages us to come to our Father, in prayer.  This is fantastic.  This act of 
secret prayer, and forgiveness, as we will see next week, is indeed a great reward.    

Jesus continues: “When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for 
they think that they will be heard because of their many words.”   You know how I like to look at the 
Greek every so often – the Greek word used here for “babbling” is battalogio, and it appears nowhere 
else in the Bible!  We don’t know its real meaning, since it’s the only time it’s used!  A famous Greek 
person with a similar sounding name had a stutter, and maybe that’s where it came from (remember the 
use of the word “McCarthyism?”)  Most commentators think it means “to babble,” and most think it 
may have some sort of onomatopoeic usage.  Onomatopoeia is when a word’s actual sound helps us 
understand its meaning, like “tinkling bells” or “slimy sludge.”  In any case, Jesus was using his 
knowledge of language to make perhaps a point, maybe even using humor!    

Again, Jesus is telling us that the issue is quality, not quantity.  We should not think that if we 
repeat ourselves enough, God will grant our wish!  Next week, we will receive a concise prayer from 
our Savior, which can serve as a guideline when we pray.  

This is not to say that we should never repeat ourselves – we know the story of the persistent 
widow, or the visitor at midnight at his neighbor’s house, or even Jesus in the Garden, when he 
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repeated himself.  The point here is not to engage in mindless babbling, as Jesus says, thinking that the 
more words we produce, the more receptive God will be.  We don’t want to be nagging God, and we 
don’t worship a God who needs to be nagged!   

The reason for this is given to us in verse 8: Do not be like them, for your Father knows what 
you need before you ask him.   Jesus is telling us why we don’t need to babble on and on.  Our Father 
knows what we need anyhow!    Does this mean we shouldn’t pray at all?  Of course not!  Why would 
Jesus tell us how we are to pray if we aren’t supposed to do it?  This is an interesting view of the 
Christian’s relationship with God.  If, every time we turned to God in prayer, he interrupted us and 
said, “No need to tell me what you need, I know anyhow!”  In my opinion, that would be a rather one-
sided relationship.  It certainly would be a one-sided relationship with God, but that’s not what he 
wants for us. 

I read another good explanation for this.  For those of us who are parents, we all know how 
great it is when our children, regardless of age, come to us for advice, or simply come to us to talk, or 
to tell us something, or whatever.  The key is that we are in communication with our children, 
regardless of topic or need.  I can tell you, Caroline and I rejoice when we see our sons’ names on the 
caller ID screen!  Many times, we sort of know what they want when they call, but that doesn’t matter, 
it’s simply great to talk to them. 

It’s the same with God.  We are his adopted children (Ephesians 1:5), and he loves to hear from 
us!  Whenever we pray, if we do it as his Son instructs us, God our Father delights in us!  It doesn’t 
matter that he knows what we want anyhow – Jesus is telling us this just to remind us that God doesn’t 
need verbosity – he simply wants sincerity.   

One other point – how many of us have kept those crude drawings that we received from our 
children when they were little?  I have one hanging on my office door.  I have a whole file folder full 
of them at home!  When the boys were young, we almost had to have a pacemaker warning in our 
kitchen because of the magnets!  The issue is not the quality of the artwork, but the message of love 
behind.  There are many of you who do not claim to be articulate when you pray.  I know some folks in 
this body who are fervent pray-ers, but not in public.  That’s not the point.  As a child of God, simply 
send your missives to him.  Let him know what you need, in your simple childlike fashion, and he will 
do the rest.  Look at Romans 8:26: In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not 
know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot 
express.  God knows the groanings of our hearts.   

So there you have it – Jesus’ instructions to us on when we pray.  God himself, our Savior and 
Lord, gives us instructions on how to do the most important thing we as humans can do – talk to God.   

First, we are not to be like actors standing on the street corner, hoping our prayers will be seen 
by others.  If that’s what we want, we will receive our reward.  If we do engage in public prayer, we 
are to do so, based upon our active private prayer life. 

We are not to pray to be seen by others, but to be seen by him who is unseen, our Father in 
heaven (more on this “title” next week!)  God sees us, and he is unseen – he knows what we do in 
secret, and our secret prayers need to be done in secret as well.   

In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus has given us an “outline” for our prayers.  We will look more 
closely at this Prayer next week.  But the main thing is not to babble on endlessly, letting quantity 
override quality.  God knows what we want anyhow – let us be concise and respectful. 

Finally, and this gets back to our first point on the amazing privilege of entering into intimate 
conversation with God – like a Father, he loves to hear from us!  As Paul tells us, pray without ceasing, 
and as Jesus tells us, our Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward us.     


