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Prayer 101: The Varieties of Prayer 
1 Timothy 2:1-4; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 

A sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

Please take out your sermon guide.  The sermon guide provides an outline of 

this morning message and some of the key points that will help you follow 

along. 

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

101.”  The purpose of this series is to look at the importance of prayer in 

forming us as disciples of Jesus Christ, and to guide us into an effective 

prayer life. 

- Last week, we talked about prayer as simply talking with God.  It is a 
conversation that God initiates with us and seeks to maintain 
throughout our lives. 

- We also talked about two images that help us understand what prayer 
is about: the image of Jesus knocking at the doors of our hearts, 
communing with us as if we were having a simple meal; and, prayer 
as the breathe of the soul, something that is as necessary for our 
spiritual lives as air is for our physical bodies. 

- Finally, we come to understand that prayer is not something that we 
use to get God to make the world look the way we want it to be; 
instead, prayer is all about changing us so that we reflect the love God 
has for other people and for God’s Creation.  The only way we can 
grow into the likeness of Christ is to be rooted and grounded in the 
heart of God.  Prayer is the way to God’s heart. 

This morning, I want to talk about some of the different types of prayer. 

The Imperative to Pray 

As I said, prayer is important in forming us as disciples of Jesus Christ.  This 

is why we pray—because Jesus prayed.  And because Jesus prayed, his 

followers throughout the ages have prayed ever since. 
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John Wesley, the principal founder of Methodism, spent a lot of time in 

prayer each day.  It was the first thing he did every day when he got up 

between 4 and 5 a.m., and it was the last thing he did before turning in every 

night around midnight.   

Wesley knew that prayer grounds us in God’s heart.  That’s why he 

maintained that, “prayer is where the action is.”1  Prayer allows God to work 

in and through us. 

The Apostle Paul also stressed the importance of prayer for the tiny churches 

he established and nurtured.  Paul thought prayer was so important that he 

gave instructions to his beloved companion in ministry, Timothy, that urged 

“that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for 

everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a 

quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Timothy 1:1-2).   

Right here, Paul mentions several different types of prayers: supplications 

(or requests), intercessions, thanksgiving.  All of these are some of the types 

of prayers that Christians should use. 

Paul also knew it was also important for Christians to pray FOR the leaders 

that governed them—not to them, as was the custom in the ancient world.  

Even though the governments were pagan, Paul wanted the churches to live 

and grow quietly.  That way, he hoped the churches could continue 

spreading the good news about Jesus without government interference. 

How Can I Pray?...Let Me Count the Ways 

Prayer is a gift from God.  And like the spiritual gifts God has given us—

gifts like teaching, preaching, helping, and so on—there are many different 

types of prayer. 

                                                
1 John Wesley, Brainy Quotes, article on internet, 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/johnwesley524893.html, accessed 12 February 2014. 
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And just like we don’t want the wrong tool when we’re fixing up the house, 

we need to pick the right type of prayer to make effective use of our 

conversation time with God.  We wouldn’t use a screwdriver on a nail and 

we wouldn’t use a hammer to saw a piece of wood. 

So we need a prayer “tool box” to help us in our praying; selecting the right 

type of prayer for the job. 

John Wesley again mentions some different kinds of prayers in the quote in 

the sermon guide—“public, private, mental, vocal.”  And he urges us to “not 

be diligent in one kind of prayer and negligent in others…let us use all.”2 

How you count the different types of prayer is really hard to say. 

- Anne Lamott is a popular Christian author of inspirational books 
based on her own life experiences.  In one of recent books, she says 
there are basically three types of prayers: Help, Thanks, and WOW!3  
While I agree that these are three basic types of prayers, I think there 
are some others that we need for our toolbox. 

- Another way to look at the different types of prayer comes from 
Richard Foster.  Foster writes on spiritual renewal and in one of his 
books, he outlines 21 different types of prayer (see the box in your 
sermon guide).4  Now, this is a very comprehensive list and there is a 
lot to be gained by reading his descriptions of these types of prayers.  
But this is a bit much for anyone to carry around in their head. 

- One other set of prayer types that is more useful for us comes from the 
Roman Catholic Church.  This list is based on centuries of Christian 
reflection and practice of prayer.  It includes five types of prayers: 
Blessing & Adoration, Petition, Intercession, Thanksgiving, and 
Praise.  We are a lot closer to some useful types of prayers for our 
“tool box” with this list. 

                                                
2 John Wesley, Good Reads, article on internet, 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/151350.John_Wesley, accessed 12 February 2014.  
3 Ann Lamott, Help, Thanks, WOW, The Three Essential Prayers, (New York: Riverhead Books, 2012). 
4 Richard Foster, Prayer, Finding the Heart’s True Home, (New York: Harper Large Print, 1993). 
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Probably the easiest way to remember several different types of prayer is 

with a simple model.  Some of you may be familiar with this model since it 

has been around for a while.  If it is new to you, you will have a powerful set 

of tools you can use in your own prayer life.  

 

This model uses four types of prayer: Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving 

and Supplication (asking God for something).  The description of this model 

comes from Bill Hybels, the founder of Willow Creek Church, one of the 

largest churches in the United States.5 

We can remember it easily with the word ACTS. 

When you pray, begin with: 

- Adoration.  In adoration, we set the tone for our prayer by telling God 
how much we love God and all He has done for us.  We use some 
descriptive words for God, words like “Loving Father,” “Gracious and 
merciful God,” “Lord of Life.”  The choice of words is really up to 
you.  These words help remind us how good and loving our God is to 
His people. 

- Confession.  After adoration, we confess our sins to God.  This helps 
us cleanse and purify our consciences by naming the specific sins we 
have on our hearts.  We ask forgiveness for these sins, knowing that 
our God is compassionate and merciful, always ready to forgive.  
Confession frees us to pray; it allows us to get in sync with God’s will 
for us and for God’s good Creation. 

- Thanksgiving.  In giving thanks to God, we express our gratitude for 
the blessings God has given us.  We can give thanks for specific 
things or events where we’ve seen God’s hand at work in our lives.  
Or we can be thankful for the blessings of God that are more indirect: 
the good, clean air we breathe; the gift of friends and family; a warm 
summer’s day (but I think we’d settle for a mild day without any snow 

                                                
5 Bill Hybels, Too Busy Not to Pray, Slowing down to be with God, 10th Anniversay Edition, Revised and 
Expanded, (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998). 
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right about now).  Sometimes, it will be hard to give thanks.  There 
are circumstances in life—a day at work that didn’t go so well, or 
losing a friend—where it will be hard to give thanks.  We should find 
something to be thankful for just the same.  The Apostle Paul advised 
the Thessolonian church to “Give thanks in all things” (1 
Thessalonians 5:18).  This advice comes from a man who was 
arrested, beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, and had many more 
disasters befall him before he was martyred.  Yet he found something 
to be thankful for every day of his life. 

- Supplication.  Finally, with supplication, we put our requests before 
the Lord.  Here we ask God for what we need (not necessarily for 
what we want).  We should be as specific as we can with our requests.  
Whether it is for healing for ourselves or someone else, or for God’s 
guidance when we or others have an important decision to make.  
Whatever the subject, we place it before the Lord, praying too that our 
requests are in line with God’s will.6 

(Refer to sermon Guide: a model ACTS prayer.  Stress this is very short as 

an example.  We should spend several minutes on each part of the prayer). 

Persevering in Prayer 

Finally, a few words about perseverance.   

I said in last week’s message that prayer does not come naturally to us—it is 

one of the most unnatural things we can do.  We may feel like our prayers 

are too weak or that other “professional” pray-ers are the ones God hears, 

and our prayers don’t matter.   

This is simply not true.   

God hears all our prayers.   

God does not want flowery language or fancy theological words.  God 

simply wants to engage us in a conversation using whatever words we are 

comfortable with.   

                                                
6 Ibid., 62-71. 
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Like anything else, prayer takes practice.   

A quick anecdote: I started doing crossword puzzles in the newspaper 
a few weeks ago.  I try to do one every day.  I didn’t get many words 
the first few times I tried them but not, I’m getting a majority of them.  
This is possible because I’m learning better techniques to figure out 
the words, and I’m seeing how the puzzles use the same clues over 
and over again.  The point is that I wasn’t very good when I started 
but because of practice, I’m getting better. 

It’s the same way with prayer. 

If we want to do a better job expressing what’s on our hearts, we need to 

pray every day. 

This is in line with the instructions Paul gave to the Theassalonians: 

“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for 

this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thessalonians 4:16-18). 
God hears all our prayers. 

God understands us when we pray from our hearts. 

 

“Look at a stone cutter hammering away at his rock, perhaps a hundred 

times without as much as a crack showing in it. Yet at the hundred-and-first 

blow it will split in two, and I know it was not the last blow that did it, but 

all that had gone before” (Jacob August Riis, social reformer, 1849-1914).7 

                                                
7 Jacob August Riis, Brainy Quote.com, article on internet, 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/jacobaugus107072.html, accessed 12 February 2014. 


