
Spiritual Warfare Sermon 15: Ephesians 6:18-20: The Nature of Prayer

OUTLINE

What is prayer?
Must we pray?
How is prayer possible?
The mysteries of prayer

INTRODUCTION

What is prayer?  17th century Anglican minister George Herbert has written a famous poem 
that multiplies the images of of the nature of prayer:
‘Prayer the church's banquet, angel's age, 
God's breath in man returning to his birth, 
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, 
The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth 
Engine against th' Almighty, sinner's tow'r, 
Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear, 
The six-days world transposing in an hour, 
A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear; 
Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and bliss, 
Exalted manna, gladness of the best, 
Heaven in ordinary, man well drest, 
The milky way, the bird of Paradise, 
Church-bells beyond the stars heard, the soul's blood, 
The land of spices; something understood.’

To explain what prayer is is a lot harder than knowing what it is.  Prayer is as natural as 
breathing for the born again believer.  But as with all things, we get confused, we pick up 
bad habits, we forget, and we need to be reminded of first things.  Prayer can sometimes be
like our ability to walk.  When someone has had a terrible accident and sustains severe brain
injury, many have also had to relearn how to walk.  It is often this way for the Christian and 
prayer.  Our early Christian lives are full of the natural ability to pray, but then we hit a wall, 
we backslide, we have our faith challenged, we get caught up in false teaching and bad 
forms of prayer, and all of a sudden we need to relearn the basics.  So as we continue 
thinking about the part of prayer in spiritual warfare we want to revisit the nature of prayer. 
What is prayer? Must we pray? How is it possible? and some of the confusing mysteries of 
prayer are our reintroduction to prayer in this message.

What is prayer?

In universities today there are many courses on religion, and as with many things in 
Western intellectual life, secular theories on prayer are shot through with Darwinian and 
humanistic evolution.  So for many what we know as prayer, we as creatures praying to our 
Creator, this is seen to be the most infantile sort of prayer where we turn outwards for help. 
Mature prayer is thought to be that which is turned inwards.  Immature prayer is one of 
asking and angst but mature prayer is one of contemplation and rest.  The influences of 
Eastern mysticism, a human centred way of thinking, a therapeutic view of life, and a 
Darwinian process of development are evident in this way of thinking.  Don’t be surprised 
when you find unbelievers talking about prayer in our Western world, there is a form of 
prayer which flows naturally from the unbelieving assumptions of our culture.  



But wrong ways to pray are not only found outside Christianity but within it as well.  For 
example there is a movement called centering prayer which takes the practices of Hinduism 
Transcendental Meditation and applies it as a form of Christian prayer.  Through the use of a
mantra, even a very Christian sounding one a state of hypnosis is induced, the idea is that 
you go into yourself, then through yourself and finally find God.  All Bibles could be burned 
but God could still be encountered in this way.  This mind-emptying encounter-oriented 
approach to prayer is not the biblical teaching on prayer.  
More familiar to us would be the errors of the Word of Faith movement and how they have 
hijacked prayer.  They have created a brash, self-confident, pseudo-faith that uses the name
of Jesus as a magic word that activates spiritual actions.  This lack of humility and positive 
thinking approach to prayer is not biblical prayer.  

No prayer is not a heedless, biblically uniformed plunging into the spiritual, nor is it the 
wielding of a latent superpower.  What is a definition of prayer?  There are many that we 
could give, I want to borrow mine from David’s words in Psalm 27:8, ‘You have said, "Seek 
my face."  My heart says to you, "Your face, LORD, do I seek."’  Prayer simply put is seeking
the face of God.  I like this definition because David reveals that God directly told David to 
do it, it is a command.  It is a command which reveals God’s desire for fellowship with us.  
We also see David’s own heart leaping in answer to that request as his heartfelt desire.  
Importantly, the God whom David is seeking is not the god of his imagination but the God of
Scripture, we see God’s covenant name YHWH being used.  And the notion of seeking God’s 
face is a very rich one.  It is not the idea of seeing the invisible God which no man can see 
and live.  No the idea of being before God’s face is one of intimacy, of access and of 
blessing.  To define it in terms of more traditional categories prayer is seeking God’s face in 
relationship and request, or communion and kingdom as others have put it.  If prayer is all 
relating and no requesting then prayer is only half done and vice versa. 

Must we pray?

Prayer is indeed a duty.  To fail to pray is to disobey and to sin.  This fact is established from
the fact that we are creatures who are dependent upon God as Creator.  Proud people, self-
sufficient people, those who refuse to acknowledge God as the giver of all good gifts; these 
are the ones who do not pray.  Those who forget that they exist by grace expect and do not 
ask; they complain and no not give thanks.  It is written upon our hearts to pray and prayer 
is a universal language spoken all over the world.  Jesus assumed that we would pray and 
gave us instruction on it, Matt. 6:5-15.  Prayer was a regular part of the life of the early 
church.  The mention of prayer is found about 31 in Acts, more than any other NT book, 
they prayed when they chose Judas’s replacement, they were praying when the Spirit came 
at Pentecost, they prayed when they were persecuted, they prayed when they chose 
leaders, new converts dedicated themselves to prayer, they prayed in prison, and Stephen 
prayed while dying.  Paul gives several commands to the NT churches to pray, Col. 4:2, 
‘Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.’  1 Thess. 5:17-18, 
‘pray without ceasing, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ
Jesus for you.’  Including the verses in Ephesians 6:18-20, ‘praying at all times in the Spirit, 
with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making 
supplication for all the saints, 19 and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening
my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in
chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.’  

The command is clear but so is the need.  As sinners we are lost without prayer.  Without 
prayer we have no honesty, no integrity and no inner truth.  Without prayer the Christian is 



a farce.  Religion without prayer is hypocrisy.  The need for a constant return back to God, 
constant cleansing from sin, constant confession, the constant ministerings of the Spirit of 
joy, love and peace, constant confrontation with God’s reality and glory cannot be too 
greatly emphasized.  

How is prayer possible?

We see something of what prayer is, and that we are obliged to pray but commanding 
people to pray is like commanding married couples to love each other.  We cannot do it as a 
duty as the original reasons for stopping will return, we need hearts that are drawn out in 
love in order for any true interaction to take place.  There is much that we need to say 
about the proper motivation in prayer, for now let us consider how God makes prayer 
possible as a way to begin jumpstarting our hearts to prayer.  

Whenever we think of prayer we must always remember what it cost to secure.  No human 
being has the right to enter into the presence of the Lord and Creator of the universe.  As 
creatures we cannot presume to have the right and as sinners we have lost the right to 
enter God’s holy presence.  By nature we are opposed to God, all our inclinations are to put 
our will forward not submit to His, to rule our own lives, follow our own desires.  We happily
take all the gifts of creation and abuse them by employing them in the service of our lusts.  
We make our own morals, our own truth, we remake and redefine our own humanity and 
sexual identities.  We seek to deny the existence of the one who gave us existence, and the 
only time He walked on earth in human nature, we took the chance to murder Him.  Our 
guilt is immeasurable.  Every thought, action, deed, word, inclination, motive, they all flow 
from a poisoned heart that slants everything and twists everything in the direction of our 
sins.  We have committed the highest crime in the universe, and we deserve the greatest 
judgement.  The punishment for sin fits the crime of sinning against infinite majesty.  So we 
sit in sin, and under the condemnation of judgement.  We have no way of saving ourselves, 
no way of stopping sinning, no way of paying for our sins, no payment good or large enough
to compensate God for our crimes.  When judgement day comes His justice will rule against 
us and we will be eternally lost.  
But God who is gracious and loving has done for us what we could not do for ourselves, 
provided what we could not provide.  Out of His own heart, He gave the gift of His most 
precious possession.  This of course was an agreed action of the Trinity, and so we must see
the Father in love sending, the Son in love being sent, and the Spirit in love enabling all that
needed to be accomplished to save us by Christ.  The eternal one also become a finite 
creature, the omnipresence one also became a space bound man, the all-knowing one also 
became ignorant, the sustainer of the universe was himself sustained as a baby.  But it got 
worse.  The Creator who deserved our worship received our rejection and scorn; the 
innocent one was treated as a criminal and suffered unjust trials; the one who healed 
wounds and sicknesses in His gentle compassion was whipped and beaten and tortured; the
holy one was made to bear the guilt of our sins, and the one who had eternally dwelt in 
fellowship with the Father was forsaken.  The mysteries of His suffering are unfathomable 
and impenetrable for us.  God paid the highest cost He could pay for our salvation.  And that
is the price for prayer.  The way is open and free for us, but all at the expense of what Christ
has suffered.  The way to the holy of holies was barred but the curtain has been torn and 
we may enter in, Christ died so you could come.  Prayer is possible because Christ paid the 
price.  Can we neglect this gift?  

Prayer and the right of access is the privilege of sonship and this is what has made prayer 
possible for Christians.  One of the most encouraging truths for a Christian to consider is the
doctrine of adoption.  That when we believe, we are adopted as God’s children.  On account 



of Christ’s work for us and God treating with us through Him as our representative we enter 
into the relationship that existed between the Father and the Incarnate Son.  Because we 
are in Christ, and we have His righteousness credited to us, because we are now in Jesus 
name, as it were, God sees us as He sees His Son.  The words, ‘This is my beloved Son in 
whom I am well pleased,’ are now words that God says concerning us because we are in the
Son.  And when it comes to prayer we now have the right to call God Father as Jesus had 
the right. Remember Jesus words to Mary as a message for the disciples just after He had 
resurrected, John 20:17, ‘Jesus said to her, "Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended 
to the Father; but go to my brothers and say to them, 'I am ascending to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God.'"  Prayer is entering into the intimacy of the Trinitarian
relationships and calling God Father as Jesus does.  Prayer is not the act of an outsider, or 
trying to break in from afar.  No, prayer is having our lives hidden in Christ in God and being 
a daughter or son as Jesus was.  We get adopted into the perfect family and are given all 
the privileges of intimacy and address that that family uses. 
 This intimacy is not merely positional but a true inclination as well, Rom. 8:15, ‘For you did 
not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of 
adoption as sons, by whom we cry, "Abba! Father!"  We are taught the intimate love 
language of the Father’s house by the Spirit too.  This is a very deep well for me, and as I 
look at this verse I have a question I don’t have an answer to.  With the Spirit in our hearts 
who teaches us to relate to God as Father, is this the Spirit as the Spirit of Christ mediating 
Christ’s sonship and our relating as through Christ, or are we hearing something of the 
Spirit’s own relating to the Father as Father and this being the Spirit’s own distinct love for 
the Father being felt?  I don’t know, all I know is that any way you look at it prayer is the 
family table talk of the Trinity and I have been given rights and am being taught the 
language by the members of the Trinity.

The basic mechanics in light of Christ’s payment and the Spirit’s filling are that we pray to 
the Father through the Son and by the Spirit.  All who pray but not through Christ will not be
received as Sons, and all who do not have the Spirit do not approach as children.  Although 
God hears the prayers of unbelievers and may answer those prayers as an act of mercy or if 
they accord with His purposes, it is Christians alone who have the confidence of knowing 
that we are heard and answered as sons.

The mysteries of prayer

Every area of theology has its mysteries.  Mysteries are those things that the bible speaks 
about but does not disclose all information and we are left to wander how all the pieces fit 
together.  It is the duty of Christians to go as far as the word goes and no further.  Prayer 
has three perennial mysteries, three questions that arise in light of what scripture teaches.  
Each of the mysteries has to do with God’s involvement in His creation.  Traditionally we 
have spoken of God as omniscient, omnipresent and omnipotent.  Here are the questions.  
If God already knows what I am going to pray before I pray, why do I still need to pray it?  
If God is all powerful and can do all He wills why does He ask me to pray?  And, if God is 
everywhere present how do I seek His face?  

Matt. 6:8, ‘Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.’  
In this verse Jesus is talking about the practice of praying before our Father in secret and 
not being like the hypocrites who earn man’s approval by broadcasting their prayers.  We 
have the statement given by Jesus, that God knows what we need before we ask, as a way 
of arguing why we should not prolong our prayers unnecessarily.  This has raised the 
question, why do we still need to pray then?  Usually the one who asks this question is 
working with a definition of prayer that is limited to prayer as requesting but not also prayer 



as relating.  Prayer does not exist merely to get stuff done, it is the means by which we as 
God’s children come into His presence and enjoy God.  Prayer includes praise, adoration, 
meditation, thanksgiving and silence, as well as asking.  Secondly, prayer is a posture of 
humility that reminds us that everything is from God and we are receivers not creators, we 
are dependent not independent.  And so God gets the glory when we pray not us.  Thirdly, 
prayer is an important time when the Spirit goes to work on our hearts and many things are 
dealt with like confession of sin, applying the truth, learning patience etc.  Prayer helps us to
see who we are before God and this is the time when transformation takes place.  Let this 
point you to more prayer not less seeing that it holds more riches than you thought.  

The issue of power in prayer if God is all powerful has caused some trouble.  Many have 
reasoned that in order for prayer to have power God must need it, that He is somehow 
enabled by it, that the notion of Him being all powerful is incorrect and the role of our 
prayers is absolutely crucial to determining the course of eternity.  Some have suggested 
that God’s mind and will can be changed by prayer.  I appreciate the importance that this 
view puts on prayer and the earnest desire it has to motivate people to pray, but God’s glory
can never be a casualty for the purposes of a practical outcome.  God knows all things, has 
determined all things and does all things in accordance with His own will, these truths are 
true, but we must not insist that they make prayer irrelevant and unnecessary.  In order to 
understand this mystery we need to understand that God uses means, He appoints second 
causes.  God ordains the answer, but he also ordains that the answer should come in 
response to prayer not without it.  We can argue similarly in evangelism, God elects sinners 
to salvation, but He also wills their salvation through the preaching of the Gospel, not 
without it.  Hypercalvinism makes the mistake of thinking that God ordains the end, but not 
the means.  God ordains the end by the means, not without it.  So prayer does not make 
Gods will, nor make Him change His will, prayer is part of what He uses to bring His will to 
pass.  Many a poor soul has got themselves all tied up in knots because they cannot see 
that God has appointed the use of means in bringing His will to pass.  Prayer is heard by 
God, and answered by God, not because we are powerful, or somehow shape the universe 
by the strength of our own wills.  No, God has appointed that the implementation of His will 
should be in response to prayer.  This promotes us to the privileged role of being able to 
participate in God’s purposes.  And through prayer His will becomes our will.  

This truth gives our prayers importance but places them in the right light.  It lays upon us 
the responsibility to pray but not the weight of the world which is God’s to bear.  

If we think of God in materialistic terms; that is in terms of this creation and not according 
to His being which is Spirit we will fall into all sorts of errors.  Another one is His 
omnipresence.  We must not think of God as a body that is spread out very thin all over the 
place and when we turn to God in prayer we will encounter his foot or part of His arm.  All 
of God is everywhere present.  It is more a case of the universe having its existence in God, 
rather than God scattered around it.  This doctrine of God’s omnipresence was one of great 
comfort to David and drove him to God, Ps. 139:7-10, ‘Where shall I go from your Spirit?

Or where shall I flee from your presence?
8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there!

If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!
9 If I take the wings of the morning

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
10 even there your hand shall lead me,

and your right hand shall hold me.’
This doctrine reminds us that every person in the world is in contact with God, is living in 
the presence of God, and is in a relationship with Him, they just all reject Him instead of 



turn to Him.  But through Christ, we encounter this omnipresent God, the glory of God is 
present in the face of Christ, the only way to access this everywhere present God is through 
His Son. And this is what Christians do in prayer.  A. W Tozer in his book The Pursuit of God 
uses this truth of God’s ubiquitous presence to speak of a ubiquitous opportunity to pray.  
God is always only ever a thought away, the Holy of holies is instantly available.  His face 
can be found anywhere and everywhere.  

Prayer then is seeking the face of God in relationship and request, it is the duty and delight 
of every believer, a privilege of every Christian who is a child of God and a sharing in the 
inner relatings of the Trinity.  A mystery yes, but a mystery that draws us deeper into prayer 
not scares us from it.   

        

  
       


