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Before we get into this morning’s message, I need to admit that, apparently, I have a notable 

deficiency when it comes to reading calendars.  I started this three-week series on prayer, last 

Sunday, with a focus on our part in prayer.  I was all set to move on with my focus on the part of 

the Spirit, today, and then onto the part of God in week three.  Then, later in the day, Julie 

walked up to my office door with a modest amount of reasonable confusion, ‘Did your schedule 

change?’  She asked.  ‘Did the preaching schedule change?  How do you have three weeks?’  

Sure enough – I had somehow misread the calendar and thought I had another week in here that I 

don’t have.  So, today we’re doing the part of the Spirit.  Then, I’m going to be off for some time 

with family over the next two Sundays, and we’ll come back to the part of God on August 23 

(and I assure you, I checked that date in the calendar about five times!).   

 

So, on to today.  The part of the Spirit.  I’ll be honest and own up front that I struggled with this 

one a bit.  I struggled to center my mind on an articulation of what I would say about the part, the 

role, of the Spirit in prayer.  Two sentences from Scripture kept rushing through my mind.  The 

first was the 26th verse of Romans 8, “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.”  

In many ways, it was that phrase that had lodged itself into my heart at the outset of this series, 

and it just kept echoing in my mind as I reflected on the message for today.  The other verse that 

was ringing in my mind we haven’t read yet.  It's a single phrase from the letter to the Ephesians, 

chapter 6, verse 18, that says simply, “Pray in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and 

supplication.”   

 

“Pray in the Spirit at all times…”    

 

“…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.” 

 

It was those two phrases that kept spinning in my mind as I prepared for today.  If the Spirit 

helps us when we do not know how to pray as we ought, and the Spirit intercedes in those 

prayers with sighs too deep for words, what does it mean to pray in the Spirit at all times?  That 

was it – that the question that grabbed hold of me coming into today.  If the Spirit helps us when 
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we do not know how to pray as we ought, and the Spirit intercedes in those prayers with sighs 

too deep for words, what does it mean to pray in the Spirit at all times?  And, the more I thought 

about that question, the more I thought about my own little journey in leading corporate prayer 

that I experienced early in my time in ministry. 

 

When I was first making my way into ministry, at the beginning of my seminary internship in 

New Jersey, I scripted everything – every word.  Every announcement, every detail, every word 

of every sermon, and yes, every prayer.  You see, I wanted those prayers to be beautiful.  I 

wanted to have those meaningful references to Scripture – I wanted to speak of God’s energy 

springing anew through our spirits like his enlivening of the valley of the dry bones and I wanted 

to pray that we might know what it is to stand in the dry bed of the Jordan as God safely marches 

us towards a better tomorrow.  I knew people in my life who had the capacity to paint the room 

with their prose, and I wanted to be like that.  I wanted the congregation to be drawn in by the 

eloquence of my prayers, that their hearts might be moved to new heights in their prayers with 

God. 

 

Well, about a year into that internship, I was leading a small group study, and I decided that it 

was time to start asking the members of that group to lead our weekly prayers.  Most were 

willing, but one just flat out said he wouldn’t – he said he couldn’t.  He looked me in the eyes 

and he said, ‘There’s no way I would do it right.  There’s no way I could come up with those 

words.  I just don’t have the way with words that you do – so I wouldn’t do it right.’ 

 

Now, most of you hearing that story are thinking one of two things right now.  Some of you are 

nodding in a sense of agreement – thinking back to times you haven’t offered to pray because 

you too didn’t think you’d have the right words, while others of you are reflecting on the 

fundamental understanding that there isn’t a right way to pray and that this man was worried 

about nothing.  What swept over me in that moment, however, was a striking realization that my 

modeling of prayer – my pursuit of spiritual eloquence – was fundamentally removing the part of 

the Spirit from the equation.  What I realized in that moment was that, in my attempt to 

emotionally draw those people into the presence of God through my thoughtful prose, I was 

modeling an approach to prayer that relied on me.  What I realized in that moment was that the 

example of prayer I was setting was one that completely ignored the promise of Romans, the call 

of Ephesians, and the command of Jesus in Matthew 6. 

 

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them;”  Jesus says.  “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…  “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. 8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before 

you ask him.”  (Matthew 6: 1, 5, 7-8) 

 

“When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases.”  “Your Father knows what you need 

before you ask him.”  “That very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”  “Pray in the 

Spirit at all times.”  Do you see where all of this comes together?  It comes together right at that 

point of those articulately crafted prayers I was striving so hard to script for every occasion.  It 

comes together right at that point of those lofty words that I was heaping up for our corporate life 



Page #3 

of prayer.  It come together right at that point of relying on my phrases to do the work that 

belongs to the Spirit. 

 

You know, last week our focus was on ‘our part’ of prayer.  In many ways, this week’s focus on 

the part of the Spirit could have just as readily been framed as the antithesis to last week.  If last 

week’s focus was on that which is our part in prayer, this week is focused on that which isn’t.   

• It isn’t our job to tug at the heartstrings with our words.   

• It isn’t our job to enliven emotions through poetic imagery.   

• It isn’t our job to heap up the many, the meaningful, or the well-constructed words that 

will somehow enable our prayers, both personal and corporate, to be heard by God.   

• And, it isn’t our job to make our hearts makes sense to God – our hearts most often don’t 

make sense to us. 

 

No, our job is to pray in the Spirit.  Our job is to rely on that promise that the Spirit intercedes 

because we can’t pray as we ought.  Our job is to rely on that promise that the Spirit intercedes 

with our groans that are too deep for words.  And, our job is to trust in that promise that, because 

of the work of that Spirit, and our prayers in that Spirit, God knows what we need before we ever 

even ask him. 

 

With a few exceptions, that night in that small group study was the last time I scripted a prayer.  

There are certain occasions such as weddings, funerals, and a couple of others where the need for 

detail and/or emotional control means I still do, but outside of that, I stopped prescribing my 

prayers a long time ago.  Not because it is right or wrong to do so, but because it became, for me, 

a discipline.  Because it became, for me, an act of trusting faith that I needed in my life.  Because 

it became, for me, a palpable reminder that it’s not my job to make my prayers worthy of God or 

inspiring to the people who hear me – it’s my job to open my heart and mind in prayer and allow 

the Spirit to do the rest! 

 

It may surprise some of you to hear this, but the closest I ever get to being nervous in the pulpit 

is in those moments of prayer.  I don’t get truly nervous in worship leadership at all, but the 

closest I get is in prayer.  I don’t like being unprepared – that, I know, is not a surprise to most of 

you.  I don’t like not having some plan in place.  I don’t like walking up to this microphone with 

no idea what’s going to come out of my mouth.  That’s just not nearly enough control for me, 

and it means that prayer is the most unsettling time I experience in worship.  But, for me, that’s 

what I have to do to remember to pray in the Spirit.  The only the way I can truly rely on the 

Spirit’s part in prayer is by walking into prayer with no script in place and no words in store – 

making sure that I let the Spirit do the Spirit’s part without trying to do with my words that 

which isn’t my job. 

 

Now, in the end, how this balance between our words and the role of the Spirit will play out 

differently for each of us – and most of you don’t have a regular need to stand in front of others 

in prayer in the way that Julie and I do.  I am absolutely sure, however, that every person in this 

room has had that moment, and probably many, of saying, ‘I’m don’t know the right way to do 

it.’  So, the reminder stands for all of us… 
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“When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases.”  “Pray in the Spirit at all times.”  “That 

very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”  “Your Father knows what you need before 

you ask him.”   

  

In other words…  

 

It isn’t our job to heap up the many, the meaningful, or the well-constructed words that will 

somehow enable our prayers to be heard by God.  It isn’t our job to make our hearts makes sense 

to God – our hearts most often don’t make sense to us.  No, our job is to trust in that promise 

that, because of the work of that Spirit, and because of our prayers in that Spirit, God knows 

what we need before we ever even ask him. 
 


