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PRACTICAL DISCIPLESHIP 
Prayer, Matthew 6:5-15 
 
 
Jesus, the most important person in the world, authorized only four very limited biographies, 
four small gospels that focus on just three years of his life. John commented at the end of his 
gospel that Jesus said and did far more than he included in his story but that he chose only to 
include the things that would lead his readers to “believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God”1 (John 20:30-31; 21:25). The limited nature of the gospels means that repeated things hold 
an important place in understanding Jesus. With that backdrop in mind, consider how many 
times the gospels record Jesus praying or teaching about prayer – Matthew 6:5-14; 14:23; 11:25-
26; 26:36-46; Mark 1:35; 6:16; 14:35-42; Luke 3:21; 5:16; 6:12-13; 9:18, 28-29; 10:21; 11:1-13; 
18:1-8; 22:40-46; 23:34, 46; John 11:41-42; 12:27-28; 14:13-16; 16:23-26; 17:1-26.  The 
important place Jesus gave to prayer in his life models for us the place it ought to have in our 
lives. Therefore, we will consider prayer’s place in Jesus’ life and teachings to help us better 
understand its place in our lives. 
 

Prayer in Jesus’ world  
The Old Testament reveals that the Jewish people were praying people. Their belief that prayer 
provided a vital way to communicate with God contributed to the important place it occupied in 
their worship (cf. Isaiah 56:7; Daniel 6:10; Acts 3:1). While the Jews’ practice of prayer, in many 
ways, mirrored the place it held in the larger Gentile world, a few key differences separated the 
two group’s prayers.      

• Jesus, like his fellow Jews, believed God actively listened to prayers and cared for people (cf. 
Matthew 7:7-11), while the Gentiles’ prayers addressed distant gods who had to be provoked 
into noticing human affairs (cf. 1 Kings 18:20-29). 

• Israel’s prayers praised God for His involvement in human history (cf. Daniel 9:1-19), while the 
Gentile people around them praised their gods for their attributes or character. Although it 
might seem subtle, the difference points to a profound difference - unlike the pagan gods, 
Israel’s God acted repeatedly and demonstrably in history. 

• Gentile prayers addressed gods who did not respond to them, while Israel’s God responded 
to those who prayed to Him (cf. Daniel 9:20-23). 

 

Prayer in Jesus’ life and teachings  
• Jesus was raised in a pious Jewish home and would have grown up participating in the 

understandings and rhythms of Jewish prayer. However, the records of his prayer life in the 
gospels reveal a richness that went beyond his Jewish roots. For example: 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o While Jesus would have undoubtedly participated in the prayers in the temple and in 
the synagogues, he also had an active personal prayer life and would often slip away 
for long periods of private prayer (Luke 5:16). 

o The numerous mentions of Jesus’ prayer life in the gospels point to the importance 
he gave it. That value gains weight when we consider Jesus’ own divine identity - Jesus 
prayed to God even though he was also God (John 1:1; Colossians 2:9).   

• The character of Jesus’ prayer life motivated his disciples to ask him to teach them how to 
pray (Luke 11:1). His response to that request, when placed alongside his other teachings 
about prayer, reveals a few repeated themes. Consider: 

o God’s character allows us to pray with confidence. 
▪ We can be confident in our prayers because God has an intimate knowledge 

of our lives and acts on that knowledge (Matthew 6:7-8, 25-33; 7:7-11; cf. 
10:29-31). 

▪ Although God knows best and acts on His knowledge, our trust in Him plays an 
essential role in His answers to our prayers (Mark 11:22-24). 

▪ Our confidence in God’s character should result in humble and unconditional 
prayers (Matthew 6:5-8; Luke 18:11-14). 

o Our trust in God’s good character should motivate us to pray with perseverance. 
▪ Our understanding of the need to be persistent in our relationships with 

people should give us confidence in persisting in our prayers before God (Luke 
11:5-13). 

▪ Life’s troubles combine with God’s good character to motivate our persistence 
in praying for His help (Luke 18:1-8). 

o Forgiveness occupies a vital role in prayer. 
▪ Recognizing our need for God’s forgiveness cultivates the humility that makes 

our prayers acceptable to God (Luke 18:11-14). 
▪ Our practice of forgiveness outside of prayer determines how God responds 

to our prayers for His forgiveness (Matthew 6:9-15; 18:23-35). 
o Our prayers must focus on God’s will, especially as He expresses it through Jesus.  

▪ Jesus’ prayers before his death illustrate the focus on God’s will that should 
characterize our prayers (Matthew 26:39, 42).  

▪ Our pursuit of God’s will must also express itself through Jesus by seeking his 
interests and his goals rather than our own (John 14:13-16; 16:23-26). 

 
 
Prayer’s place in Jesus’ life offers us insights into the relationship God desires to have with us. The 
challenge for us centers on developing our understanding of God so that we can cultivate a 
trusting, active prayer life that will allow our relationship with Him to flourish. 
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Applications 
• Because of their beliefs about the nature of the gods they believed in, the Gentiles in Jesus’ 

world offered ritualistic, mechanistic prayers that worked in an almost magical way to force 
their gods into activity. Does that thinking find any parallels to the way people think about 
prayer in our society? If so, what are those parallels, and how might they express 
themselves? 
 

• Despite Jesus’ criticism of the prayers offered by the Pharisees in places like Matthew 6, the 
Jewish people prayed because they believed it offered an important connection to God. 
Their convictions about prayer’s importance can be seen in the description of the temple as a 
“house of prayer” (Isaiah 56:7). What do you think our activities in the church reveal to be 
most important to us? Our priorities reveal us to be “a house of __________?” 

 

• Prayer had a regular, scheduled place of importance among the Jews. Do you think prayer 
has that same visible, important place among us today? If not, what factors do you think 
might contribute to its changed place? 

 

• Why do you think Jesus prayed, especially given his identity as God? What might the 
combination of Jesus’ divine identity and his need to pray reveal to us about prayer’s 
importance and the place it should have within our lives?   

 

• Jesus taught people to pray with confidence that God will answer, yet he also instructed 
people to persevere in prayer, which implies God will not always immediately answer our 
prayers. How do we put these two insights together, and what do they reveal to us about 
prayer? 

 

• Jesus taught his disciples to pray “in [his] name”. What do you think prayer look like that 
follows that command?   

 

• Jesus’ teachings about the connection between our prayers for forgiveness and our practice 
of forgiveness in our daily lives reveal a link between the way we live and our prayers. What 
do you think the relationship between our prayer life and our everyday life should look like? 
What things can either help or hinder that relationship?  

 

• What influences/ideas do you think exist in our culture that might work against developing a 
biblical prayer life? What do you think we can do to minimize those influences/ideas, and 
what do you think we can do to be more prayerful?  

 
 

 

 


