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SERIES INTRODUCTION 

     Our current sermon series is called, ‘Better Together: How the gospel shapes community.’  This 

series asks the question, ‘what happens to a community that really understands the implications of 

the gospel?’   A church that really understands the implications of the gospel will give, serve, pray, 

evangelize, and pursue fellowship.  We will spend one week on each topic.  Today, we’ll consider 

prayer.  And before we do, let me pray. 

 
PRAY 
 
SERMON INTRODUCTION     
     One evening in 1973 at a local church, Dr. John Miller said, “The gospel can change anyone.”  

After a psychiatrist challenged Miller, he went home wondering, “Do I really believe the gospel can 

change anyone?”  He decided to find the toughest people in Philadelphia to see if the gospel could 

change them.  And the local church decided to pray. 

     He sought out the toughest motorcycle gang – the Warlocks.  He to the ice cream stand where 

they hung out – how tough could this gang be – and walked over to a gang of teenagers who 

gathered there to drink and share drugs. 

     With ice cream dripping down his hand, Miller said, “I’m reverend Miller.  Are there any 

Warlocks here?”  They immediately started to taunt him.  Just as the mocking increased, a tough 

looking red-head – a thief, drug addict, and an alcoholic – said to the gang, “Shut up.  I know this 

guy.  He picked me up hitchhiking.  We should listen to him.” 

     We might be surprised at what happens when we pray as a community.  Jesus wants to teach us 

to pray as a community.  We’ll look at the first part of what’s known as the Lord’s prayer and learn 

that prayer is relational, prayer is powerful, and prayer has priorities.  
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1. PRAYER IS RELATIONAL 

     First, prayer is relational.  In Matthew 6:9, Jesus teaches us to pray: “Our Father.”  It’s 

easy to miss that there’s both a horizontal and vertical relationship here.  Jesus doesn’t teach 

us to pray, “my Father” but “our Father.”  He means for us to pray together.  Because we 

are in relationship.  In Christ, we are family.  We are brothers and sisters.  And even when 

we pray individually – which we should do – we should pray “our Father” to remind us that 

we are part of a community.     

     And we are in relationship horizontally because we share the same vertical relationship.  

God is our “Father.”  We’re so familiar with that language that we miss the significance.  

The Bible teaches that God – the Sovereign Lord who made the heaven and the earth and 

the sea and everything in them – created us for relationship with himself.  That’s pretty 

mind-blowing.  But here’s the problem.  Our sin wrecked the relationship.  Our sin 

separated us from God.  And God’s wrath upon our sin separated him from us.  God is 

holy, we are not.  So, we have no right to come into God’s presence.  But the good news is 

that Jesus died as the substitute for our sin.  He takes our sin and gives us his righteousness.  

In this way God declares us officially good.  We call this justification.  And while justification 

is certainly good news, being declared officially good isn’t the best news.  The best news is 

that God justified us in Christ so that he could adopt us as beloved sons in Christ.  We are 

more than simply justified – as astonishing as that is – we are adopted as sons!  And so, we 

can call God – the Sovereign Lord who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and 

everything in them – Father!  It’s amazing that we can call God, “Our Father.” 

     J.I. Packer says it best. 

You sum up the whole of New Testament teaching in a single phrase, if you speak of 
it as a revelation of the Fatherhood of the holy Creator.  In the same way, you sum 
up the whole of New Testament religion if you describe it as the knowledge of God 
as one’s holy Father.  If you want to judge how well a person understands 
Christianity, find out how much he makes of being God’s child, and having God as 
his Father.  If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and 
prayers and whole outlook on life, it means he does not understand Christianity very 
well at all.1 

 

 

                                                 
1 J.I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 201. 
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Some might object that to refer to God as “Father” isn’t helpful unless we’ve had a good 

father as a model.  But here’s the thing, God the “Father” is the perfect father.  He’s the 

father all other fathers are supposed to approximate.  As others have pointed out, God our 

Father listens and inclines his ear to us (Ps. 5:1-3).  Our Father shows us compassion despite 

our flaws and weaknesses (Ps. 103:13).  Our Father covers us with his love, even though we 

deserve his wrath (Rom. 8:1, 15).  Our Father takes care of our needs and gives us good gifts 

(Matt. 6:8; 7:11; James 1:17).  Our Father even disciplines us in love for our good (Heb. 12:5-

11).  God is a good Father!  So, let your idea of “Father” be driven by God, your perfect 

“Father.” 

     Let me ask you, do you know God this way?  Do you know him as “Father?”  Do you 

enjoy his care for you?  Do you enjoy his compassion toward you?  Do you enjoy his desire 

to hear from you?  There’s a big difference between knowing about God and knowing God.  

Those who really know God know him as “Father.” 

     Prayer is first relational.  When we pray, “Our Father” we remind ourselves that we are 

part of a family who enjoys such an intimate, loving, and tender relationship with God that 

he is known to us as Father.          
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2. PRAYER IS POWERFUL 
     But Jesus teaches us to pray, “Our Father in heaven.”  So, we learn that prayer is not 

only relational but also powerful.  Prayer is powerful because our Father is powerful.  

That’s what it means to say that our Father in heaven.  Heaven is not only a place, but 

heaven also represents power.  As I’ve heard it said, “When we say that Donald Trump is in 

the White House, we mean more than his address.  We mean that he holds the highest office 

in the land.  He has power.”  That is what it means that Our Father is in heaven – he holds 

the highest office.  He possesses ultimate power.     

      Psalm 115:3 says, “Our God is in the heavens, he does all that he pleases.”  That means 

God has all power to do whatever he wants.  That’s some serious power!  As one writer 

notes: “When we know the sovereignty, power, design, majesty, precision, genius, intimacy, 

and caring of an Almighty God, it takes away our fear.  It removes our frustration.  It allows 

us to sleep at night and trust Him with the running of His own universe.”  The more we 

know God’s power the less we worry about our weakness.  And the more we know God’s 

power the more we pray! 

     In 1858 God worked powerfully, first in New York, then throughout the United States.  

This revival was a powerful movement of the Holy Spirit where churches were strengthened 

and many thousands of souls converted.  It affected people of all ages, races, socioeconomic 

conditions, and church denominations.  It was so widely felt that even the secular 

newspapers of the time published regular reports of it.  And this movement began at a 

prayer meeting attended by seven people.  In his firsthand account of the spiritual events of 

that year, the minister Samuel Prime wrote: “This revival is to be remembered through all 

coming ages as a simply an answer to prayer.” 

Prayer is powerful because our Father in heaven is powerful.  Prayer has been defined 

like this: “Prayer is enjoying the care of a powerful Father…”  Do you know God as 

your powerful Father who delights to hear your needs, cares, and hurts?  Jesus invites us to 

pray to our Father because he listens, he’s good, and he’s powerful. 

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened 
to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one 
who knocks it will be opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, 
will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, 
who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 
your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him! (Matt. 7:7-11) 
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3. PRAYER HAS PRIORITIES 
     But Jesus’s command to “Ask…” raises the question: “What should we ask for?”  That 

brings us to the next section of Jesus’ prayer.  So far, he’s taught us that prayer is relational, 

prayer is powerful, and next we learn that prayer has priorities.  Let’s check it out. 

 

Our Father in heaven, 

Hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come. 

Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  (Matt. 6:9-11) 

 

It’s been said this way, “After establishing that God is our Father who is as 

compassionate as he is capable, Jesus reminds us that God’s power aims to advance 

his agenda, not ours.  Jesus shows us that Christian prayer begins with longing for 

God’s presence before his provision.”  Prayer has priorities.  The first three petitions are 

of first importance. 

     The first priority in prayer is praise.  “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.”  

I’ve seen this phrase translated, “I pray your name will be honored.”  Certainly, this means 

we’re asking God’s reputation to be honored by others.  But we’re also asking that in the 

church – among ourselves – that God be honored.  And it’s the gospel that shows us most 

clearly why God is to be honored or praised.  In the gospel, we see God’s holiness, power, 

love, justice, goodness, mercy, grace, and humility.  If we really know God – through the 

gospel – we will continually praise him. 

     When Paul cast out a demon from a slave girl in Philippi, he and Silas were attacked by a 

crowd, stripped, beaten with rods, and put in prison with their feet in stocks.  Stocks were a 

torture device.  But there in prison, Paul and Silas instinctively formed a praying community.  

They were praying and singing hymns to God.  In other words, they were praising God.  

How?  Why?  Because Paul and Silas knew God in Jesus Christ!  So, they instinctively 

formed a praying community that praised God. 
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     We want our church to learn to be a praying community like that.  When we come 

together in our small groups, our prayer should be marked by praise.  Jesus tells us that’s of 

first importance.  I’m not saying you need to impress other people or wow them with your 

theology.  That’s not the point.  The point is that we want to know God – not just know 

about him.  So, when we gather together, we ask that God’s name would be honored.  We 

can remind one another of how the gospel reveals his glory.  Another way of praying 

“hallowed by your name” is simply to say, “Father, we want to know you.  We want to see 

your face.  We want to glimpse your glory.”  That’s a prayer we know our Father will be 

pleased to answer because it’s his priority.  As one Christian observed, “A community of 

people that, in the midst of all the pain and sorrow and wickedness of the world, is 

continually praising God is the first obvious result of living by another story than the one 

our world lives by.” 

     So, the first priority in prayer is praise.  The next priority in prayer is kingdom.  As in, 

“your kingdom come.”  This is prayer for the success of the gospel in the world.  We’ve 

each been changed by the gospel.  And so, we long to see the gospel change others.  The 

redemption of the people around us is God’s priority.  And so, “your kingdom come” 

should always be a prayer priority.    

     It’s striking how front and center this prayer was in the early church.  Early in the book 

of Acts, Peter and John heal a lame man in the name of Jesus.  The man begins walking and 

leaping and praising God.  The people are astonished.  Peter preaches the gospel.  As Peter 

preaches, the temple authorities arrest Peter and John and put them in jail.  The next day, 

Peter and John are interrogated.  The temple authorities command Peter and John not to 

speak about Jesus.  To which they reply, “Should we obey men or God?  We must speak 

about what we have seen and heard.”  The authorities further threaten and then finally 

release them.  Immediately, Peter and John go and tell the church – or at least some of the 

church – what happened.  We then read the church prays together.  After they praise God, 

they pray,      

 
And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants… (Acts 4:29a) 
 
In light of their circumstances, what do we expect their request to be?  Grant your servants: 

protection.  Grant your servants: vengeance on our enemies.  Neither of these.  The church 

prays for boldness to speak the gospel. 
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And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your 
word with all boldness… (Acts 4:29) 
 
Their prayer for boldness is basically the prayer “your kingdom come.”   

     God’s redemptive priority is easy to forget.  As one church historian says, “The tendency 

to forget the redemptive emergency in the world and concentrate on enjoying dominion in a 

part of it has been a continual temptation to the church.”2  I like the phrase “redemptive 

emergency in the world.”  In our context of comfort, ease, and plenty it’s easy to forget 

there is a redemptive emergency all around us.  God’s priority is his redemptive mission.  

And he enlists us as frontline ambassadors.  So, we need boldness to speak the gospel.  And 

so, we pray, “your kingdom come.” 

And God will answer this prayer because that’s his primary agenda.  I have to confess as 

one of your elders, this isn’t always my primary agenda.  But as I’ve studied to give this talk, 

I’ve asked our Father to provide opportunity and boldness to speak the gospel.  He 

answered it!  I went into Starbucks this week to work on this talk and a guy invited me to sit 

at his table.  I’m thinking, “Father, this isn’t the best time…”  But we began to talk.  I did a 

lot of listening.  Eventually, I asked him what he thought was the main message of 

Christianity?  It was a challenging and engaging talk.  The point is, when we pray according 

to God’s priorities, he always answers.  Please pray for me that “your kingdom come” would 

be my priority.  That the redemptive emergency in the world would be my main mission.   

And let’s pray for each other in this.  When we gather in small groups, along with praise, 

let’s pray for opportunities and boldness to share the good news of Jesus.  Let’s pray for 

opportunities and boldness for our missionaries.  Let’s pray for other gospel-preaching 

churches in Spokane.  It’s not that we shouldn’t pray for needs among us – of course we 

should!  But if God’s priority is the redemption of the people around us, then our prayers 

ought to reflect that. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 Richard Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life, p. 147. 
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So, Jesus is teaching us that prayer has priorities.  There’s the priority of praise, the 

priority of kingdom, and the priority of his will.  “Your will be done, on earth as it is in 

heaven” is an extension of your kingdom come.  What would life be like if God’s will was 

done among us as it is in heaven?  It would be awesome, amazing, beautiful.  It would be, 

well, heaven!  This is a request that the good news of Jesus get sunk more deeply into each 

of our lives so that we become more like Jesus in our everyday lives.  As with each of these 

first priorities, it’s really a prayer for God’s presence.  It’s a prayer to know him.  The more 

we know God – not just know about God – the more we will be like him. 

Many of you know about the German community of Herrnhut established by Count 

Zizendorf in 1724.  It was a community of refugees that included Moravians, Reformed, and 

Catholics.  Zizendorf sought to bring this unlikely group together as an instrument to 

promote renewal in the church.  It’s widely known that Zizendorf set up constant corporate 

prayer on behalf of Herrnhut and the rest of the body of Christ.  What you may not know is 

that part of his strategy was born of simple desperation.  For three years after its founding 

the different factions experienced significant strife and quarreling.  The community almost 

disbanded several times.  Hardly heaven on earth.  After three years of round-the-clock 

prayer, the community experienced a powerful work of the Holy Spirit.  From this point on 

unity prevailed.  The community was marked by supportive prayer, humble confession of 

sin, and mutual counsel.  “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 

The priorities in prayer are to know God’s presence in praise, kingdom, and will.  And 

here’s the thing.  As we pray to know God’s presence and his priorities it will transform 

ourselves, our families, our church, and our community.  It’s been said like this: “The true 

problem isn’t God’s absence from the world.  He’s everywhere present.  The real problem is 

our apathy to God’s presence, which manifests itself through self-centeredness and self-

concern.  This in turn crowds out our ability to love and honor others – especially the God 

who created us.”  All that means is that what we each need most is to know God.  Not just 

know about him.  Jesus teaches us to pray so that God’s presence and person is our first 

priority. 
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     So, we’ve looked at how the gospel shapes our prayer.  Prayer is relational, powerful, and 

has priorities.  But when we come together to pray, what does that look like?  Acts 4:24 can 

teach us some specifics. 

And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God… (Acts 4:24a) 
 
They talked to their Father together.  The word translated “together” is cool word.  First, it 

means as “a single voice.”  In a group, the prayer of one person becomes the prayer of every 

person.  The person who leads is not trying to impress the other people.  It’s not about how 

polished my prayers are or how much theological knowledge I have.  It’s not about how long 

I can pray.  No.  It’s about brothers and sisters coming together to share their hearts 

together with their Father.   

     The word translated “together” also is a word that paints a musical picture.  As we take 

turns leading in prayer our prayers harmonize with each other.  Kind of like a jazz band, we 

listen as others pray, and then riff off of their prayer.  And so, together, we offer up to our 

Father a single, multi-faceted and harmonic, concert of prayer.  It’s exciting!  Makes me want 

to pray with you! 

     What if I don’t like praying in public?  It probably won’t help if I tell you it’s your duty.  

Beyond being your duty, it’s a way of serving one another.  It’s been said this way: “When 

we pray together we encourage one other by our faith, we teach one another by our 

theology, we love one another with our concern, and we point one another to our 

heavenly Father who gladly receives the feeble cries of his beloved children.” 

     Every Friday at 12:00PM, we gather at the church office to pray.  I always say to those 

who come, “thank you for helping me to pray.”  And I mean it!  We all need help to pray.  

It’s open to anyone, so please come on Friday afternoon and help us pray.  Help give our 

prayer greater harmony.  Every Sunday morning at 8:45AM we gather in the adult Sunday 

School room to pray.  Please join us!  We want to grow into a praying church.  Where prayer 

is fundamental to the life of our church – because it is!    
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CONCLUSION 
     The tough looking red head that told the gang to listen to John Miller was named Bob 

Heppe.  Over the next six months, Miller befriended Bob.  And the church prayed.  Miller 

fielded drunken phone calls and he patiently pointed Bob back to Christ again and again.  

Bob now serves as a missionary to South Asians in London.  Surprising things happen when 

the church prays. 

     Jesus teaches us that prayer is relational, powerful, and has priorities.  As we grow as a 

praying church, let expect surprising things – gospel things – happen.    


