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Prayer 101: What Prayer is All About 
Luke 11:1-2; Revelation 3:20 

A sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

Today we begin a three part series on the topic of prayer called “Prayer 

101.”  The title of this first message is "What Prayer is All About."  Now 

that title is a bit ambitious but prayer is one of those topics you can't sum up 

in a few words. 

In the Charlie Brown Christmas special, Charlie Brown can’t find the true 
meaning of Christmas.  At one point he becomes so frustrated he cries out: 
“Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?”  And it’s Linus 
who steps up and tells Charlie Brown what Christmas is all about by reciting 
the lines from Luke that tell about the birth of Jesus, the Savior. 
 

So I’m afraid I can’t be like Linus and sum up prayer neatly in a few words.  

Instead, what I hope to accomplish in this series is to cover some of the 

basics about prayer: what it is, some of the different types of prayer, and the 

pattern of prayer Jesus gave us in the Lord’s prayer. 

Now it may also seem a little strange to talk about the basics of prayer 

because most of us here today probably have been praying to God for many 

years.    

Chances are that if you were raised by Christian parents, your first 

experience with prayer was at bedtime and the dinner table. 

- I can remember my parents teaching me to pray before bedtime.  The 
first prayer I can remember is one I suspect many of you learned too: 
“Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep…” and 
then we’d go on to bless family and friends.  If you know the rest of 
the prayer, it asks: “If I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to 
take.”  We didn’t pray that part, I don’t know why.  Maybe my 
parents thought it was a bit too morbid for young children. 

- Then there is the first grace we learned and said at the kitchen table 
before every meal: “Father, for what we are about to receive, please 
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accept our thanks; in Jesus’ name we ask it.  Amen.”  My mother’s 
family used this prayer for as long as she can remember, and I’m sure 
most of you have a prayer similar to this one in your families.   

And if you didn’t pray when you were growing up, somewhere you came 

across people who did.  Maybe that was one of the things that attracted you 

to Christianity—the prayers of faithful Christians. 

Maybe they prayed with you about some need you had in your life, and you 

found the experience of other people praying for you to be just what you 

needed to get through the day or some crisis in your life. 

Standing in the Need of Prayer 

But whatever it was that brought you to prayer, one thing is clear: God’s 

people pray.   

In fact, one thing we can say about prayer is that it is a human activity that is 

common to every culture and every time and place on the planet.  Wherever 

you look around the world, you will find people who pray. 

Every major religion in the world uses prayer, in one form or another.  

Whether  it's Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, Zoroastrians, or any 

other group, people pray to connect with something beyond themselves; to 

seek life beyond the life they know. 

For Christians, prayer is one of the most important activities we can engage 

in as we seek to connect with God. 

But at the same time, it is also one of the most unnatural things we can do as 

human beings because deep down inside, we want to be self-sufficient.  We 

want to be able to go it on our own: to make our own plans, follow our own 

paths, and not be beholden to anyone else.   

This is part of our human condition, part of our human pride. 
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This attitude is what we call sin—straying from the path God marks out for 

us. 

But the reality is that in our striving for self-sufficiency and desire to follow 

our own plans, we usually wind up hurting other people and damaging 

God’s good creation. 

Only then do we realize the truth—that we are totally dependent on God and 

on God’s grace.  It is only by the grace of God that we can know of God’s 

love, and it is only by the grace of God that we can live in right relationship 

with God.1 

Prayer is key to living in right relationship with God. 

What Prayer is 

If you want a definition of prayer, here it is: Prayer is talking with God. 

That’s it.  Nothing fancy.  It’s simply talking with God. 

Prayer is a conversation we carry on with God throughout our lives. 

Now it takes many different forms.   

- We pray in public, with other believers, just as we do here every 
Sunday.   

- We pray by ourselves, at home. 
- We pray out loud, using words, as if God were in the chair next to us. 
- We pray softly, as if we were children, sitting on the lap of a loving 

parent, whispering our prayers into their ears. 
- We pray without words altogether as we simply enjoy the presence of 

God, much as we would just being in the same room with our spouse 
or children. 

The form our prayer takes is not the point.   

The point is that in prayer, we talk to God sharing what is on our hearts, and 

listening for God’s words of love. 

                                                
1 Bill Hybels, Too Busy Not to Pray, Slowing down to be with God, (Downer’s Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
1998), 9-16. 
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Prayer is also a gift from God.  Like I said, prayer doesn’t come naturally to 

us because we want to be self-sufficient.  Prayer is something God gave us 

so that we can commune with God. 

Over the past few years, scientists have been trying to explain the 
experiences of religious people by monitoring the levels of brain 
activity during prayer and meditation.  Some of the early findings 
from their tests show that people of different faiths have basically the 
same kind of brain activity and chemical reactions when they are deep 
in prayer or meditation.  Those who doubt the existence of God claim 
this is proof that faith in God is nothing more than a chemical reaction 
in the brain.  People of faith, on the other hand, say this demonstrates 
what they’ve known for a long time: that we were built for 
relationship with God.  We are “wired” to talk to God.2 

We are made for relationship with God. 

And we need to remember that we are not the ones who invented prayer; we 

did not start the conversation.   

God initiates prayer in us. 

If you want to know how God does this, turn to Revelation where we have 

the image of God seeking to come in and join us for a meal: 

“Listen!  I am standing at the door knocking; if you hear my voice and 
open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with 
me” (Revelation 3:20). 

Jesus is knocking. 

This shows that it’s not our prayer that starts the process of talking to God; it 

is Jesus who moves us to prayer. 

“Prayer is to let Jesus come into our hearts.”3   

                                                
2 Barbara Bradley Haggarty, “Prayer May Reshape Your Brain…And Your Realith,” NPR, 20 May 2009, 
article online, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=104310443, accessed 5 February 
2014. A. Chris Gajilin, “Are Humans Hard-Wired for Faith?” CNN, 5 April 2007, article online, 
http://www.cnn.com/2007/HEALTH/04/04/neurotheology/, accessed 5 February 2014. 
3 O. Hallesby, Prayer, (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Press, 1994, reprint of 1931 edition), 13. 



 5 

That description of prayer is from Ole Hallesby, a Norwegian Lutheran 

professor of theology.  

He goes on to describe prayer as sitting down with Jesus for an informal, 

common meal. 

In biblical times, the common meal was a time of fellowship and intimacy 

among people.  Jesus calls us to commune with God in prayer with this same 

kind of intimacy. 

Prayer is the breath of the soul.  For many centuries, faithful Christians have 

called prayer the breath of the soul.  It is the spiritual “organ” we use to let 

Christ enter our dried out hearts, bringing living water into the desert that is 

our weary souls.4 

Just as air surrounds our bodies seeking to enter into our lungs, God 

surrounds our spirits, seeking entrance to our inner selves. 

Finally, we can think of prayer as the key to our relationship with God.  

“Prayer is nothing more than an ongoing and growing love relationship with 

God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,”5 said Richard Foster, author of 

several books on prayer and spirituality. 

Like any relationship, our relationship with God needs to be developed by 

spending time with the one who loves us.   

Prayer gives us that time.   

It helps us to grow in the love and knowledge of Christ. 

Through the conversation with God that is prayer, we come to understand 

the depth of God’s love for us, and God’s will for our lives. 

The Whys and Wherefores of Prayer 

                                                
4 Ibid., 22-23. 
5 Richard Foster, Prayer, Finding the Heart’s True Home, (New York: Harper Large Print, 1992), 22. 
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I want to take a few minutes now to go over some basic questions about 

prayer.  You probably have your own answers to these questions as you’ve 

prayed over the years.  But whether you’re a veteran prayer-warrior or just 

starting out, I think it helps us to keep these things in mind as we pray: 

- To whom do we pray?  Jesus told the disciples to pray in this way: 
“Our Father, who art in heaven…” (Matthew 6:9).  This makes it very 
clear our prayers are directed to God the Father.  We worship a triune 
God: that is, a God who is revealed to us as God the Father, God the 
Son (Jesus Christ) and God the Holy Spirit.  While most of our 
prayers will be directed to the God the Father, there are times and 
occasions to pray to Jesus.  Jesus told his followers “ask me anything 
in my name, I will do it” (John 14:14).  So praying to Jesus is also part 
of the Christian tradition.  And since we have fellowship with God 
through God’s Holy Spirit, there may be times to pray to the Spirit as 
well.  A prayer like: “Holy Spirit, divine presence in my life, guide me 
through all the challenges of this day,” would be in line with praying 
to God.6 

- What should we pray about?  Whatever is on your heart.  It doesn’t 
matter how big or how small—God is waiting anxiously to hear from 
us.  Prayer is conversation, a heart-to-heart with a loving parent.  
Remember that Jesus referred to God the Father as “Abba.”  Abba is 
an Aramaic word that means “Daddy.”  God wants us to be 
comfortable enough in his presence that we can talk about anything as 
a child would with his or her parent. 

- When should we pray?  Anytime.  All the time.  It doesn’t matter what 
you are doing, you can pray.  Sometimes I pray while I’m driving, 
especially when someone cuts me off and I need a calming presence 
before I do something stupid.  (I will also pray for the driver who cut 
me off, in hopes they don’t do harm so someone).  You can also send 
up a “jet prayer”; that is an immediate prayer about some situation.  I 
use jet prayers when I hear an ambulance; I pray for the EMTs to 

                                                
6 Matt Slick, “Who do We Pray to, The Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit?”  Christian Apologetics and 
Research Ministry, article online, http://carm.org/questions/about-doctrine/who-do-we-pray-father-son-or-
holy-spirit, accessed 5 February 2014. 
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bring help to whoever is suffering.  These occasions are fine but to 
develop a relationship with God through prayer, we need to be 
consistent.  It helps to have a set time each day to pray. 

- Where should we pray?  Anywhere.  We can pray at home, at work, in 
the car, wherever.  But to go deeper in our relationship with God, we 
need some quiet time, away from distractions.  Remember: prayer is a 
conversation with God.  If we have a lot of distractions, we will miss 
hearing what God has to say to us. 

- Why pray?  The simplest answer is because Jesus did.7  The Gospels 
show that Jesus prayed from the time he was baptized by John the 
Baptist until he breathed his last on the Cross.  Jesus needed time 
alone with his Father in heaven to draw spiritual strength for all the 
things he accomplished in the name of the Father.  Martin Luther, the 
great German reformer of the 16th century, echoed this idea with these 
words: “I have so much business I cannot get on without spending 
three hours daily in prayer.”8  We may not be able to pray for three 
hours as Martin Luther did, but we can set aside some time each day 
for prayer.  Prayer is a life-long, life-sustaining activity.  But more 
than that, prayer makes a difference in our lives and in our world.   

The Results of Prayer 

Prayer takes time and effort on our part so it’s worth asking: What is the 

point of prayer?  What is God trying to accomplish in us through prayer? 

There are many reasons why we pray: to seek comfort, to ask forgiveness, to 

praise God, to obtain guidance, etc.  All of these are valid reasons to pray, 

and to expect an answer. 

But the primary purpose of all prayer is not to change the world around us to 

conform with the way we think it should be.  The purpose of prayer is to 

change the world the way God wants it to become.  It’s not “My kingdom 

come” but “Thy kingdom come,” as we say in the Lord’s Prayer. 

                                                
7 Philip Yancey, Prayer: Does it make Any Difference? 
8 “Christian Prayer Quotes,” article on internet, http://www.christian-prayer-quotes.christian-attorney.net, 
accessed 6 February 2014. 
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To pray is to change God’s world; and that change begins with us. 

The main result of prayer, then, is that… 

Prayer changes us.  It doesn’t change God’s nature because God’s nature is 

unchanging.  

It deepens and intensifies our relationship with God, so much so that we are 

no longer the same.   

This is another one of the promises God made to God’s people.  God knows 

the self-centered nature of the human heart and how hard it is for us to 

change.  So God does it for us: 

“I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them;” writes 
the prophet Ezekiel.  “I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh 
and give them a heart of flesh, so that they may follow my statues and 
keep my ordinances and obey them” (Ezekiel 11:19-20). 

God knows we are hard-hearted, so God gave us his very heart in the life, 

death, resurrection and new life of his Son, Jesus.   

Jesus is knocking: But it is up to us to open the door and let Him in. 

When we open our hearts to God in prayer, we become rooted in God’s love 

for us and for God’s Creation. 

We become like the image of the tree on the slide you see projected here. 

We can live and grow into strong, mature disciples of Jesus Christ. 

But only if we are fully rooted and grounded in the heart of God. 

Prayer allows us to develop the deep roots we need to remain spiritually 

healthy and whole. 

Ultimately, prayer changes us, making us more Christlike as we seek to do 

the will of God for our lives and for God’s Kingdom. 

Thinking back now to Charlie Brown and Linus, I can only say: And that, 

Charlie Brown, is what prayer is all about. 

Amen. 


