THE GREAT BUSINESS OF PRAYER

Jesse M. Hendley

Matthew 6:5

I want you to turn with me today to Matthew 6, verse 5, and study with me The Great Business of Prayer. I pray that God will speak to our hearts.

As we begin with verse 5, Jesus lays down that which is necessary before we may have answers to prayer. The first thing He says is that we are to be genuine in our prayers. “And when thou prayest, thou shalt not be as the hypocrites are.” We are not to be hypocrites when we pray. “They love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets that they may be seen of men. Verily, I say unto you they have their reward.” We are to be genuine in our prayer‑life, friends.

The second thing is that our prayers must be secret. It is to God that we pray, not unto men. Verse 6, “When thou prayest enter into thy closet.” You are familiar with the idea some people have, that they can do all their praying riding in automobiles, on the street cars, while they are at work, and so on. Well, Jesus didn't say so. He said, “When thou prayest enter into thy closet.” So real prayer must be genuine and it must be secret. We must go alone with God, not with the idea of showing off to anybody. It is a time when our souls are naked before God. You know, what we are before the world is one thing. What we are before wife or husband is something else. But what we are before God, lying bare our souls in the secret place, is actually what we are. Prayer must be secret.

Third, it must be intelligent. Verse 7. “When you pray, use not vain repetitions.” Prayer isn't just saying things over and over again, thinking you'll be heard because of glib talk. Jesus says that isn't prayer. It is not just talking. It is not just repeating phrases. Our hearts must be in it. It must be intelligent. God is an intelligent Being and our prayers must be intelligent. That doesn't mean that God doesn't hear the prayer of a sincere child. I am referring to babbling over and over again and going through so many words without the heart in it. God looks at the heart. It must be heartfelt if God is going to answer.

Next, it must be childlike. “Pray to thy Father which seeth in secret.” Come to God as a little child to its father, expecting to get something after coming, because the father loves it.

So prayer that is going to get an answer from God must be genuine, it must be secret, it must be intelligent, and it must be childlike. He says, “When you pray enter into thy closet.” There must be a quiet place. There must be a time when we go to God alone. One of the thrills of my own heart, one of the great joys I have as I move on in the Christian life, is to look back over the places where I have had the PRIVILEGE OF PRAYING.

I read about a great old man of God, of days gone by. He used to pray whenever he would pass by the front of a church and say, “Lord, bless the people when they assemble here next Lord's Day.” He would go in a home and he would say, “Lord, bless this home and every member of it, and may they all be saved and all walk holily before You.” Whenever he would meet someone he would say, “God bless this person now. Bless him, Lord, and may he walk with You.” He was just in constant prayer before God. Now that is good. It is a wonderful thing! But is won't take the place of the SECRET PLACE. It is wonderful that he prayed everywhere. Wherever we go, we can certainly have a devotional life before our Lord and stay in an attitude of prayer. But there must be a secret place. There must be a secret time. Jesus says, “Enter into your closet and shut your door.”

Now how are we to pray? Well, some people pray kneeling. Jesus didn't say anything about it here, but we read in the Gospels and elsewhere that men prayed kneeling. Some people do not pray kneeling. Some people pray standing. One dear friend says he goes to sleep when he kneels, and he can't kneel and pray, so he says he prays walking back and forth in his room right after the breakfast. He has an hour alone with God, walking back and forth in his room. We read of people praying in a prostrate position, down flat on their faces. I know I have been so burdened sometimes it was the only way I could pray--‑just cast myself on the floor, and just wait on God, and just cry out to God. Have you ever been burdened like that? You probably have.

In a recent revival campaign when the way was going hard I called the people together one Sunday night for prayer. That night we were really down in prayer, just a few of us who loved the Lord. And oh, I tell you it was a real time of praying. We were crying to God. The burden was heavy. But He says in His Word that He answers the cries of His saints. We will get answers when we get dead in earnest before the Lord.

So we can pray kneeling, standing, walking or prostrate on the floor. The position isn't the important thing. The important thing is the heart, reaching out toward God. Somehow or other I don't feel that I'm praying if I don't pray on my knees. The other day someone said that he prayed lying in bed. Unless a person is afflicted, that is a lazy man's way to pray! I don't feel that I'm praying if I'm not on my knees before God. I'm not advocating any particular position, beloved. All these methods are in the Word of God. The important thing is to pray in the manner in which you feel nearer to God as you reach out to touch the Lord. Find your own particular way of praying, but be sure you do have a time and place every day.

Next, prayer should be habitual. We must have a regular time to pray, my friends. We ought to have a regular time each day set apart for God. If we don't we are apt to come to the end of every 24 hours and find out we have left God out of the whole day, and that is a ruined day. That is a day wasted.

You remember the Psalmist prayed three times a day. He says, “Evening, morning and noon will I cry out loud and the Lord shall hear my voice.” Daniel went three times a day and opened his window toward Jerusalem and waited on the Lord his God. Some people pray in the early morning hours. Without question, the beginning of the day is the best time to pray. It will cut temptation down and help give us victory.

I was talking to someone the other day who was living a defeated life. This young woman said, “I'm not having the victory I ought to have.” I said, “Are you praying?” She said, “No, that's my weakness. I'm not praying.” I said, “If you begin each day with God, your tests and trials will be torn up by the roots and God will go with you.”

Friends, we should find a time to pray. Take it in the early morning hours, if you can, and the whole day

will be different. If you can't, take the time some other hour during the day. When I was in the business world, I found if I would take a portion of the lunchtime to go alone and have a little season with the Lord and His Word in prayer, it was greatly profit​able. My soul was fed as well as my body. Certainly we ought to pray at the closing of the day. Some may have to reserve their time of prayer till then.  You may have to get up too early in the morning and go to your work. If you do, be sure then to have a time at night. It is not the best time, because the cares of the day have brought jadedness and tiredness upon us. But listen; be sure you close your day with God.

GOD WOULD HAVE ALL OF US DEVELOP A REAL PRAYER LIFE. The hardest thing a Christian has to do is to maintain and develop a real constant, consistent prayer life. Now I'm not saying to start out with an hour alone with God every day. But I'm persuaded that all of us will need, as a rule, not less than forty-five minutes with God to maintain a strong spiritual life. I believe there will be times when we will want to wait on God longer. What a delight it is, to the heart that prays, to take one day a week for unhurried prayer. Maybe a Saturday afternoon, or a Saturday night or some evening, when you have two or three hours, or four or five hours to spare, and just give it to God, just waiting on the Lord. Now I don't mean just stay there all the time. I don't believe in legalism in this thing. But I think there ought to be a time of unhurried, prayer, during which we get our souls filled up to the brim once a week and catch up on our praying, and hear the Voice of God. A time when we just stay on our knees till God speaks and until our souls are rejoicing in the Lord, bathing in God. It is an important thing.

If you haven't done it, may I suggest that you begin, saying, “I'm going to take at least 15 minutes a day to pray,” and use well that 15 minutes. The first thing you know, it will be extending to 20 and 25 and 30, and eventually an hour will not be time enough, considering all the things we have to pray for!

You say, “Well, preacher I don't know what to say. How am I going to spend fifteen minutes talking to God?” Think about all the things you are interested in! An hour won't be enough. Pray for your own soul. There will be confession in your prayer. There will be thanksgiving. Thank God every day for saving you, for letting you serve Him. Thank Him for the privileges He gives you. 

Then, there will be prayer for your loved ones. You will want to pray for each of your loved ones by name before God. You will want your children shielded from sin and you will want to pray up a wall of protection around them. You will want to pray for your wife, husband, father, mother, and other loved ones. Pray that God will be with them.

Then reach out into your community and pray for your neighbors. Friends, it would make a lot better community if we were praying for our neighbors every day. Then reach out from that and pray for your church. You will certainly pray for your pastor. Oh, how those of us who are preaching need the prayers of God's people! It's a lot better than talking about him. Pray for him! Pray for the Sunday school teachers. Pray for the missionary society leaders and the missionaries on the field! 

Pick up your newspaper. There's ten minutes worth of prayer right there, with all the terrible conditions in the world. Remember God says, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem. They shall prosper that love thee.” Pray for the time when Jerusalem will be the city of the Great King, the great cosmopolitan city, the greatest city of all the entire world, with Jesus ruling there, and holiness and peace in that great city. Pick up the newspaper and pray for those engaged in war. Oh, it ought to drive us to our knees! How we should be driven to our knees in any hour of world crisis! How you and I ought to be crying to God for our president, for our Congress, and for the leaders of all nations, for our governors, for our mayors, that they all might be guided aright. 

How we ought to pray for our enemies, or any who seem to be our enemies. We ought to be praying for  the Russians and for the Japanese and for the Germans. Then, there are multitudes of people over the earth that every day have not sufficient food to eat. Isn't that a subject of prayer? Don't you love people? Do we want to fill ourselves up and feel satisfied, with other people going hungry all the time? Yonder on the continent, scarcely enough food! 

Say, by the time you have prayed about that, another ten or fifteen minutes will have gone, if you've got any heart at all! You see? Then how we ought to pray for the church! People all over the world are so hungry for the Gospel! How we ought to pray for young men and women to go out and declare the Gospel to those that are lost. Oh, friends, don't you see that you can just pray and pray and pray? Why, the time is gone before you know it, if you have prayer in your heart. Just pray. Pray all over the world. Pray for everybody. Pray specifically. Expect God to answer your prayers. Pray for lost souls. Pray that you might be a soul‑winner. Pray for courage to speak to people. “How can I get courage enough to speak to people, preacher?” Pray for it. God will certainly give it to you.

Beloved friends, to maintain a prayer life is the hardest thing you have to do. Just keep it up from day to day, days into weeks, weeks into months and months into years.  You say, “Isn't that dreary, preacher?” Listen, one of he sweetest things I know is that in cities all over America I have spent days in prayer, thank God! I thank the Lord for those times. Won't you start this great business of prayer in earnest, today? Will you do it? I hope you will.
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