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Simple Prayer:  Matthew 6:5-15 
 

Communication.  Communication is probably the most foundational element 
of all relationships.  Communication is the way we relate to each other.  This fact is 
testified to by the almost exclusive focus on the nature of communication in 
marriage and family therapy, leadership development, improving employee 
effectiveness, and organizational health.  Poor communication tends to lead to 
misunderstanding which leads to defensiveness, anger, anxiety and a host of other 
ailmentas.  Good communication strengthens every kind of relationship that exists, 
whether between spouses, parents and children, employers and employees, etc. We 
all know what poor communication looks like:  sour facial expressions, loaded 
speech, aggressive or anxious body language, and sometimes silence. Determining 
what good communication looks like is often a little more difficult.  It’s more 
difficult because relating always involves other people.  And other people are often 
unpredictable, and an infinite number of individual responses are possible.   

When it comes to relationship, no one in their rational mind would ever 
suggest that one could engage in a meaningful and fruitful relationship with 
someone if there was either poor or non-existent communication between the 
parties.  This is how we get to know one another.  This is how we challenge one 
another.  This is how we express our minds and our feelings with one another.  And 
this is something we are naturally wired for, regardless of our own limitations.  
You all remember Helen Keller.  Helen Keller was a woman who was blind, deaf, 
and couldn’t speak.  One might wonder what kind of relationships such a person 
could have.  How could she ever get to know someone?  How could she ever 
express herself?  But relating with others is a part of our DNA: it’s part of what 
makes us human – we are relational beings.  So, Helen Keller found a way to learn, 
to express, to know, and to be known, despite her remarkable challenges. 

What I find astonishing is that our society invests incredible resources 
(money, time, effort, vision, etc.) in improving the nature of our relationships, 
working or personal, by focusing on the means of our relating (communication 
seminars, family therapy, etc), but our churches invest disproportionately few 
resources on improving our relationship (and therefore communication) with God.  
This reality speaks volumes as to what we really think about having a relationship 
with God. 

Now, in part, this is completely understandable.  If we perceive God as 
impersonal, uninvolved, and unaffected by the world and people he has created, 
then pursuing a meaningful relationship with such a God makes no sense.  Much of 
Christendom has thought of God this way.  God has done his work in creation, has 
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given us the resources we need to make a go of things, and has stepped back to 
allow us to figure it out.   

This view of God may be a common view held by centuries of Christianity, 
but it isn’t the God of the bible.  The God of the bible is personal and relational at 
the core of his being.  We see this in the countless stories of personal interaction 
God has with his people.  And we see this most profoundly in Jesus Christ, God 
himself in the flesh.  We see God’s relational character in the stories that Jesus told, 
in acts of healing and compassion.  We see it when Jesus calls his disciples his 
friends.  Jesus’ life was marked by a mutual sharing of life together – which was 
given shape and meaning by the manner in which he related to others.  The 
fundamental Good News of Jesus is that God has invited us to share in the 
relationship of loving and self-giving communion between the Father and the Son, 
by and through the power of the Holy Spirit.  This is something that requires good 
communication! 

When you meet a new person whom you think you might like to get to know a 
bit better, there are certain things that you might do.  You might call him/her up on 
the phone, go out for coffee, go for a walk together, take a trip together, share 
stories with one another.  This is how we get to know people.  The same goes for 
building a relationship with God.  You might listen to his stories that he speaks in 
scripture, and share your own stories with Him.  You might talk with one another 
and spend time together.  This is prayer.  Prayer is the whole of our lives in 
relationship with God.   

God has given us two gifts by which we can relate to him:  worship and 
prayer.   Prayer is both a listening posture and a responding one.   Praying is what 
we are doing when we are listening to God’s word in our lives, when we are open 
to the movement of the Holy Spirit.  Eugene Peterson once said that prayer is 
answering speech.  God always speaks first.  We listen, and then we respond.  This 
rhythm of back and forth, listening and answering is what the church calls prayer.  
Mutual communication is the foundation of our lives with God.  Peterson even 
went so far as to suggest that because of our utter dependence on God for 
everything, there are really only 2 prayers:  ‘Help Me’ and ‘Thank You’. 

Unfortunately, the church has turned prayer into something that is usually 
limited to talking to God.  We have long lists of things we need God to do for us 
and for others.  Certainly this is an important part of prayer.  Scripture tells us to 
make our requests known to God (Phil 4:6).  But this isn’t the heart of prayer.  The 
heart of prayer is a whole life of God-communication. It is a mutual outpouring of 
our lives together.  It’s the way we live our lives.  Paul encourages the believers to 
“pray without ceasing” and to rejoice and give thanks always (1 Thess 5:16-17).  
God pours his life into ours through his son Jesus Christ, and we pour out our lives 
to him, through his son Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.   Bottom line:  
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we can’t relate to God without prayer.  And we can’t hear God’s will for our lives 
without prayer.   

Now, I’m finally getting to our passage from Matthew (6:5-15).  The section 
that we read comes in the middle of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  He has just 
outlined what kind of characteristics are common to those who are in a fruitful and 
fulfilling relationship with God, and has begun to teach his disciples how these 
characteristics get worked out in everyday life.  Jesus speaks about how to treat 
one’s enemies (pray for them), how to respond to injustice, and how to manifest 
Kingdom qualities in the world.  One of the areas he addresses is piety – how we 
express our relationship with God, how we communicate with God, and how we 
respond to God.  Prayer and piety go together. 

We all know people who put their Christian devotion on show – people who 
always let you know what they have done for others, even though they tell you they 
don’t want to brag, people who pray with fancy words, people who put on a good 
show of going to church but who bear very little resemblance to Jesus.  But Jesus 
says to his disciples, “look, that’s not what a following me is all about.  It’s about 
building a relationship with me and my Father through me, by the Holy Spirit, and 
that relationship has nothing to do with the opinions or influences of others.  In 
fact, says Jesus, I don’t care much what other people think.  And if you want to 
build a relationship with me, if you want to be my disciple, you need to think long 
and hard about how you are going to relate.  Your relationship with me needs to be 
rooted in prayer: listening and responding prayer.  And just so you are clear about 
what that means, let me teach you how to do it…”  Jesus gave his disciples the 
means they needed in order to build a solid relationship with him.  He gave them 
the seminar on good God communication. 

There is much to be said for the actual prayer that Jesus taught them.  It is a 
prayer that is engaged with the purposes of God for his creation.  It is a prayer that 
is concerned with being so tightly bound with God that challenge or hardships are 
no match for the strength of love that is shared.  But I’m not going to do a sermon 
on the Lord’s Prayer this morning.  What I do want to point out is that we have 
been built for relationships. The most fundamental relationship we have been built 
for is with God.  God has invited us to share in the relationship of loving and self-
giving communion between the Father and the Son, by and through the power of 
the Holy Spirit.  And we can’t develop that relationship if we aren’t praying people:  
listening and responding people.  We all know what happens to a marriage when 
either partner isn’t a good listener.  And we all know what happens when either 
partner can’t or doesn’t respond to the person of the other.   

The key to understanding what Jesus had in mind when he taught the disciples 
about prayer is that the Christian life isn’t something that is on display to draw 
attention to itself, but it does require intention and attention.  It requires work and 
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the formation of habits.  The devoted Christian life is something that is rooted in 
the way that we relate to God, and God’s work in the world an in our lives.  I think 
it’s worth noting that Jesus didn’t say, “if you pray, do it like this.”  He fully 
expected them to pray – “when you pray”.  He knew that there would be no 
relationship, no discipleship, no following, if they didn’t invest in building a good 
communication structure between themselves and God. 

The bottom line is that prayer isn’t an option.  It’s an expectation.  Without it, 
we will never hear from God, nor respond in the fullness of what it means to be 
human.  So, how are we going to pray?  First, we need to take seriously the fact that 
Jesus expects us to pray, and expects our lives to be always in a 
listening/responding orientation toward him.  The prayer that Jesus gives to his 
disciples begins with adoration and exaltation of God – Hallowed by your name.  It 
covers personal needs for bread and protection against evil, and it stretches out to 
the world in asking that God’s will would be universally and completely done.  If 
you are just starting out on your journey toward a deeper relationship with God, 
start with this.  This is prayer 101.  Communicating with God 101.  Quiet yourself, 
ask God to speak to you through the Holy Spirit, and be prepared to spend some 
time listening.  This step alone will be extremely difficult.  We live in an age of 
instant gratification, quick fixes, and miniscule attention spans.  Being quiet before 
God for any length of time takes effort.  But don’t give up on it!  Keep at it!  Keep 
praying.  Start with the Lord’s Prayer.  Perhaps just pray one line a day and then 
spend some time in quiet listening for God and responding to what God is telling 
you by his Holy Spirit.  You’ve got nothing to lose and a rich, rewarding, 
transforming, joyous, relationship with God to gain! 

 
 


