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Discussion Guide
How Do I Pray?
ConneCtIng: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•   in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

gettIng StarteD: 
10 minutes

• do you think there is a “right” way to pray? could 
you elaborate? 

DIvIng Into tHe text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, talk about the use of scripted/
rote prayers, particularly in connection with 
Jesus’ statement about “babbling” in matthew 
6.7. 

• Jesus provides his disciples with a framework to 

help them learn how to pray. this framework has 
three maJor movements or categories of prayer: 
adoration(worship), petition(asking), and 
confession. according to Jesus, what is involved 
in each of these categories of prayer?  

• if prayer is about making room for god, then 
how might this framework lead one to pray in 
this manner? could you explain? 

• how might the framework Jesus provides be used 
to learn how to pray?  

• what might it look like to pray in the way Jesus 
outlines? would you say your prayers are 
in keeping with your description? could you 
elaborate?  

• consider taking time to pray, as a group, 
following Jesus’ framework. you might begin 
by speaking Jesus’ prayer and then moving to 
expand upon the three movements in personal and 
corporate ways.  



Context anD BaCkgrounD
Scripted/rote prayer 
one question which often comes up with respect to 
prayer is whether it is appropriate to pray written 
prayers, particularly those which have been written 
hundreds of years before and prayed by many others 
throughout the centuries. this question is most often 
raised by those who find themselves in the free church 
tradition, those churches which resist standardized 
liturgies in favor of enthusiastic or extemporaneous 
worship and prayers.  
in answering this question, one must first realize that 
the use of scripted (or rote) prayers, particularly 
those prescribed for liturgical (worship) purposes 
was not a question until the reformation, and the 
question was raised only within the anabaptist 
tradition which reJected wholesale the worship 
practices of the catholic church. the church has a 
long-standing tradition of using written prayers in 
worship and has looked favorably upon the repeated 
use of these prayers. the reasoning behind this view 
is two-fold. first, the use of these prayers teaches 
people to pray. many of these prayers were developed 
in pre-literate times, before people could read or had 
access to scripture. the repeated use of these prayers 
provided an environment where people could learn 
how to approach god, confess sin, ask for protection, 
and the like. second, these prayers were used to teach 
orthodox doctrine. worship involves the rehearsal 
of god’s story, and many of the church’s most 
ancient prayers do indeed do Just this. further, these 
prayers are constructed poetically which aids in their 
memorization thereby aiding in the handing off of good 
doctrine. many churches which maintain liturgical 
forms of worship continue to use these prayers for 
these same reasons and with good effect.  
some within the free church tradition have argued that 
the use of scripted prayers is contrary to the teaching 
of Jesus, specifically his teaching in matthew 6.7 
where he forbids praying like pagans. this argument 
is based on the king James translation of this verse 
which renders the word “babbling” as “vain repetition.” 
this is a poor translation as the word does not mean 
someone is saying the same thing, over and over again, 
in the sense of repetition. therefore, the argument, 
on linguistic evidence alone, is mute. further, on 

historical grounds, the practice to which Jesus refers 
is the pagan practice of thaumaturgy (magic) to control 
the gods. it was believed that specific incantations 
bent the gods to humanity’s will. when one used these 
incantations in the right way and with the right force, 
including repetition, the god had to do as requested. the 
church’s use of scripted prayers has nothing in common 
with this ancient pagan practice as these prayers are 
more about providing practical and theological guidance 
for the worshiper.  
a strong argument can be made that scripted prayers 
exist within the free church tradition even if they 
have not been written down. this reality can be seen 
in the repeated use of common phrases or even themes 
within and across various free church traditions and 
denominations. in addition, strong arguments can 
be made for the use of scripted prayers because the 
extemporaneous and enthusiastic nature of prayer 
within the free church tradition often leads to heretical 
understandings of god and shallow/short-sited 
rehearsals of god’s story in worship.  
scripted or rote prayers can be prayed word for 
word, or they can provide a supportive framework for 
extemporaneous prayer. both practices, when used 
properly, can greatly benefit the faith of a believer as 
they learn how to pray by Joining in with the prayers of 
the church which stretches behind and before them. 

The Text
MattHew 6.5-13: How do i pray? 
prayer is part of the life of faith, a part Jesus himself 
assumes. however, Jesus does not assume that people 
know how to pray in a proper, kingdom-oriented, 
manner. therefore, a large part of Jesus’ teaching 
involved prayer. one concentrated block of Jesus’ 
teaching on prayer is found in his sermon on the mount. 
here, we discover some of Jesus’ clearest teaching on 
prayer. 
Jesus begins by noting what prayer is not. prayer is not a 
performative religious act, one to be done out of duty or 
obligation (a characterization of the Jewish approach). 
neither is prayer a magical or transactional means of 
obtaining what one desires from god (a characterization 
of the pagan approach). rather, prayer is a means of 
approaching god who is already well-favored toward 
the worshiper and desirous of meeting his needs. one 
need not please him or beg him to provide. therefore, 



prayer can become something entirely other. prayer 
can become a means of making room for god in their 
life. 
Jesus provides a broad framework for this kind of 
prayer. while it is not wrong to pray the exact words 
Jesus provides, it is more likely that Jesus intends this 
framework to provide directional guidance for true 
prayer. when one surveys this prayer, it might be broken 
down into three large parts, each of which is made up 
of individual statements and requests. the three large 
parts might be defined as follows: adoration, petition, 
and confession. while these are certainly not the only 
kind of prayers one finds in scripture, one might argue 
that if these prayers are understood as categories, then 
all kinds of prayers might find their way under one of 
these headings.  
the adoration (worship) portion of Jesus’ prayer is 
found in the beginning (matthew 6.9-10). Jesus 
instructs his disciples to approach god as father, 
most likely understood to mean creator or source 
of life. thus, prayer begins by acknowledging one’s 
connection to god. he then instructs his disciples to 
acknowledge god’s imminence and transcendence. 
god is near (heaven which is the air all around one) 
and separate (holy or distinct from people). he then 
urges his disciples to call for the coming of god’s 
kingdom and the doing of his will on earth as it is in 
heaven. on the surface, prayer as adoration(worship) 
appears to be about acknowledging god and asking for 
god’s reign to become real. however, what Jesus is 
encouraging is much deeper than this. in this portion 
of his instruction, Jesus is pointing back to the Jewish 
tradition of worship prayers which rehearsed god’s 
story (1 chronicles 16.7, 12; psalm 44; 124). the 
psalms offer a rich repertoire of this type of prayer. in 
them, the worshiper acknowledges god as the source 
of life and redemption and then rehearses god’s story, 
even to the point of looking to the future where god’s 
story is headed with great anticipation and hope. in this 
same vein, Jesus encourages his disciples to use prayer 
to worship by acknowledging god as their source of 
life and to rehearse his story. god created and is in 
the process of recreating, reaffirming his reign over 
his creation. this kind of worship goes beyond noting 
god’s goodness, greatness, or holiness. it affirms that 
god is the source of life and recalls what god has 
done and is going to do. while this might not feel like 

prayer but more like proclamation, it is prayer because 
of what it does. in the proclamation of god’s story, the 
disciple reminds himself of the context for his own story. 
he reaffirms that he is not god. these are important 
prayer movements because they move the worshiper from 
a position of self-centeredness. his story is not the 
story. further, he steps aside and allows god to take 
his rightful place and role. this is the point of worship 
and prayer as worship does the same.  
the second category of prayer in Jesus’ framework is 
petition. Jesus encourages his disciples to ask god for 
their daily needs, guidance, and protection from forces 
stronger than themselves. one might note that these 
are all “asking” in nature, and they might be offered 
for others and not Just for the one praying. while these 
prayers appear to be self-explanatory, and they are, the 
answer of god to these prayers is important, particularly 
the negative answers for these are part of the experience 
of prayer (James 4.2-3). if Jesus simply meant for his 
followers to ask of god so they might receive all for 
which they asked, then a relationship could easily develop 
between people and god where god was wanted for his 
stuff. however, prayer fosters a proper relationship 
with god. petition prayers do this as the petitioner 
experiences god’s answers. positive answers reaffirm 
god’s goodness and his role as rightful provider in life. 
however, negative answers remind the believer that god 
does not exist to satisfy the whims of the believer, and 
they help to align the desires and requests of the believer 
with god’s heart and desires. both movements bring an 
awareness to the believer that he is not the center of the 
universe nor should he attempt to be.  
the final type of prayer in Jesus’ framework is confession. 
confession involves the acknowledgment of wrongdoing. 
in this case, the wrongdoing acknowledged is found in 
the life of the believer and in the world around him. this 
confession is coupled with the request for forgiveness 
which involves not only the passing over of wrongdoing 
but the passing over in order to achieve restoration. 
thus, Jesus encourages his disciples to acknowledge they 
have lived contrary to god’s desires, and in so doing, 
acknowledge the sovereignty of god and the need for 
his restoration. however, Jesus ties this movement to the 
same movement in the life of the believer as he engages 
the world. in this, the disciple aligns himself with god’s 
story—the loop with worship is closed—by becoming 



real lIfe wItH you:
prayer is important, but that doesn’t mean we find it 
easy. most of us wrestle with how to pray. we shouldn’t 
let that worry us. even Jesus’ disciples struggled to 
know how to pray (luke 11.1). learning how to pray 
seems to be a normal part of the faith Journey, and god 
graciously helps us on this path. Jesus has provided a 
framework for prayer which he intends us to use in order 
to learn how to pray. it is a framework which gives us 
structure and content for our prayer. in this prayer, we 
learn that at the highest level, a life of prayer involves 
prayers of worship, petition, and confession. however, 
the purpose of each is to move more and more of god into 
the center of our being, and more of our lives into the 
center of god’s purposes for and work within creation. 
in other words, prayer accomplishes great things, in the 
one praying! this week, i encourage you to use Jesus’ 
framework as a tool in your own prayer life. you can 
begin by praying this prayer directly, but i encourage 
you to also “riff” on this prayer. use its framework and 
content to guide prayers which are germane to your life 
and situation. this is not about seeing how long you can 
pray but how well you can learn how to pray. do not 
feel you need to impress god. do not fear failure. we 
learn to pray by praying. 
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an active participant in what god is doing in the world. 
this kind of prayer places god in the role of sovereign in 
the believer’s person and with his purpose.  

real lIfe wItH Blake:
prayer is important. that much is clear. what is not 
always clear is how to go about praying, the right way. 
when people wanted to teach me about prayer, they have 
almost always pointed me to the prayer Jesus taught his 
disciples. what better place to point than where Jesus 
said, “pray like this.” however, praying like Jesus taught, 
at least the way i understood Jesus to teach, never felt 
right. i was supposed to adore god. honestly, 5 minutes 
of “you are wonderful, and mighty, and amazing, and 
awesome” gets more than tiresome. i was supposed to ask 
for what i needed, but when i did, sometimes i didn’t get 
what the things for which i asked god. i was supposed to 
confess all i had done wrong, but doing so Just left me 
feeling beat up and full of shame. Jesus’ way of praying 
felt . . .shall i say, less than spectacular. but what if 
Jesus didn’t teach us to pray like i thought he did?  
i am not saying Jesus didn’t utter what we refer to as the 
lord’s prayer. i am saying we may have misunderstood 
him when he said it. what if Jesus understood worship 
to be more than telling god how great he was? what if 
asking involved more than getting? what if confessing 
wasn’t supposed to leave you beat up? what if there 
was a point to all of this we (i) had missed? i have been 
pondering this, particularly in light of viewing prayer as 
something which moves me from a self-centered life to a 
god-centered life. in this light, Jesus’ prayer takes on an 
entirely different flavor, one that fits within the larger 
story of god. adoring prayer becomes about reminding 
myself that i am not god. petition is now about aligning 
me with god’s heart. confession is intended to make me 
part of god’s purposes and work in the world. seeing 
prayer in this way opens new ways to pray, but can i pray 
this way? can i learn to pray this way? perhaps i can, if 
i am willing to learn. 


