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So, today is week 2 of our series on the questions of prayer.  Last week we tackled the question 

of why we pray – we explored the purpose of prayer.  But, today, we dig into the question of 

how.   

• How should we pray? 

• Is there a right way to pray? 

• Is there a wrong way to pray? 

• Is there a form or structure I should follow? 

 

There are all sorts of questions we ask when it comes to process of prayer.  Even if we know the 

why – even if we humbly acknowledge our need to come to God in prayer as we explored last 

week – we struggle because we’re just not sure we know the right way to do it!   

 

That’s why, in the vast majority of settings, people turn to us to do the prayer.  Whether we are a 

guest in someone’s home for a meal, or sitting around a table for a meeting, people don’t like to 

lead prayer, they get nervous with the very concept of having to voice a prayer in front of other 

people and so often, in the end, they turn to us (to the Minister in the room) and ask us to lead the 

prayer…because we are the ones who know the ‘right way’ to do it! 

 

Now, I sometimes find it interesting to run the numbers.  So, I did a little bit of that in 

anticipation of this question.  I spent six years in post-graduate study for ministry.  I spent three 

years as a full-time student working on my Masters of Divinity degree, and then went back a 

while later and spent three more years, while serving a church, on my doctoral studies.  Over the 

course of those six years I took some 40-45 different classes, I figure I spent roughly 2,000 hours 

in classroom lectures and discussion, I can’t fathom how many pages of research and theological 

papers I wrote, and to this day I have over 150 books on my shelves in my office that I read 

during those classes – easily 25,000-30,000 pages (or more) of text that I took in while in school.   

 

Six years of study…2,000 hours of class-time…tens of thousands of pages of books…countless 

hours of research and writing…and you know what?  In all that time, on all those pages, there 

was not one class, not one lecture, not a single text, chapter, section or page of a book I read that 
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instructed me on the proper way to pray!  Not one!  I’m not exaggerating – in all of my studies 

and preparation for ministry – in all of the time schools spent forming me for a life of serving the 

church – there was not a single moment of instruction on the proper form or structure of prayer!  

Why?  Was it because the institutions at which I studied didn’t think prayer was important?  Was 

it because those schools simply didn’t care about a life of prayer?  No, there was plenty of focus 

on the importance of prayer!  There was plenty of talk about the need for prayer!  But, there is 

also a fundamental reality that there is no such thing as the right way to pray!  There is, simply, 

prayer! 

 

I think we sometimes get tripped up in the words of Jesus in this sixth chapter of the Gospel 

According to Matthew.  Jesus offers us, here, a model of prayer.  What we know as ‘The Lord’s 

Prayer’ is this example that Jesus gives us in Matthew 6.  It is something we replicate each week 

in worship, and it carries tremendous history and meaning for us, but I think it sometimes trips us 

up by giving us the impression that there is a right way to pray – that there’s a form or a structure 

that we ought to follow.  Jesus offers a model in this prayer of praise, submission, petition and 

confession and we think that this somehow gives us an implication of what prayer ought to be.  

But, I think we forget to note that this is a prayer that we never hear Jesus or any of the disciples 

share again.  I think we miss that this was a momentary example and not a script for every prayer 

we ever offer.  I think what we miss in this passage is that Jesus is making clear that there is no 

such thing as the right way to pray – there is only such a thing as a wrong way to pray!  And the 

wrong way to pray?  The wrong way to pray is when we worry too much about making sure we 

do it right! 

 

We have to see this model of prayer in light of the context Jesus puts it in.   

“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. 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.  7 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.” 

 

In other words – stop thinking that the words you use, the phrases you utter, and the structure 

you follow matters.  Stop praying for the sake of impressing.  Stop praying for the sake of 

impressing others.  Stop praying for the sake of impressing yourself.  Stop praying for the sake 

of impressing God.  Stop praying thinking that the words you use, the phrases you utter, and the 

form that you follow make a lick of difference in prayer.  Stop praying to impress, open your 

heart, come to God in honesty and truth and let that be your prayer! 

 

You know, as we sought to model this series on the life of Jesus in prayer, I was taken by the 

many references to Jesus in prayer in the Gospels.   

• Mark 6:46 – After saying farewell to them, he went up on the mountain to pray. 

• Luke 6:12 – Now during those days he went out to the mountain to pray; and he spent the 

night in prayer to God. 

• Mark 1:35 – In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a 

deserted place, and there he prayed. 

• Luke 5:16 – But he would withdraw to deserted places and pray. 
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This goes on and on throughout the gospels.  There are, of course, exceptions, but repeatedly we 

are told of Jesus’ prayer life without a description of the words, the phrases or the forms, but 

simply a depiction of Jesus taking the time, the energy and the spirit to set aside time in prayer 

with God.  That’s the ‘how?’ of prayer! 

 

I was drawn, this week, to the notion of the ‘Nike Prayer,’ because I couldn’t shake the 

cornerstone motto that defined Nike as a product for my generation.  Whenever you heard the 

word, whenever you saw the Nike swoosh in print, your mind went to the same phrase that 

defined the product for decades – “Just do it!” 

 

I know it sounds simplistic – but I really that is the place we need to get to in our prayerful 

relationship with God.  There are all sorts of practices and customs of prayer – closed eyes, 

bowed heads, folded hands, open arms, words of praise, words of confession…there are all sorts 

of things that we think are needed, are requisite elements, of good and proper prayer.  And, some 

of them may be helpful to some of us, and others may not be helpful to others. 

 

I genuinely believe that Jesus was trying to make clear in offering what we call the Lord’s Prayer 

that there is no such thing as the right way to pray – there is only such a thing as the wrong way 

to pray.  And the wrong way…that’s the prayer we pray to impress.  The wrong way is the 

prayer we pray to impress others, the prayer we pray to impress ourselves, the prayer we pray to 

impress God.  There is no right way.  There is no right phrase.  There are no right or wrong 

words.  There is simply the heart behind it.  If we are praying in truth…if we are praying in 

honesty…if we are praying in a way that reflects the reality of our circumstance, our joy, our 

struggle and our need…if we are praying in a way that is a genuine articulation of our 

relationship with God in that moment, in that circumstance, at that time – our prayer is right.  

 

The ironic truth, in this question of how we ought to pray, is that there is no such thing as the 

right way to pray.  There is, however, such a thing as the wrong way to pray – and the wrong 

way to pray, I argue, is by worrying about whether or not we are doing it right.  Just do it!  Take 

the time.  Make the time.  Invest in those imperative moments of bringing your heart to God – 

both by yourself and in the company of others.  Just do it.  Let the words come, let the heart be 

real, let the truth of the moment flow in whatever erupts from within you.  Just do it…there is no 

right way, and there is only one wrong way – and that’s when we let our prayers become a 

moment to impress, instead of a moment to dwell in the truth of that moment in our relationship 

with God, no matter what the words may be. 


