FAQs About Prayer
By David Manwiller
What Is Prayer?

Prayer to God, as described in the Bible, is direct communication with Him. Prayer should not be a ritual or a formality. Often Christians will simply “go through the motions” when they pray. Prayer is talking with God. We can tell Him whatever is on our mind. Prayer also involves listening to God in return. If you were to talk on and on to a person without pausing and listening to his reply, what kind of conversation would that be? In the same way, we need to pause and see if God is saying anything back to us. We do not want to rush off without giving God a chance to speak to our hearts.

From looking at the examples of Godly men in the Bible, we see that prayer takes many different forms. Prayer should involve asking God to supply our daily needs, and asking Him to help us live our Christian lives. Prayer also involves confession of our own sins, and forgiving others for sins they have committed against us. Sometimes we forget, though, that there is much more to prayer than confession and asking God for things. Prayer should be full of praise and adoration for God’s character. Prayer is not just a wish list of things we want God to give us. Our prayers to God should abound with thanksgiving for the work He’s done in our lives.
Who Should We Pray To?

We recognize from Scripture that nearly all of the prayers in the Bible were directed to God the Father. This is also how Jesus directs us to pray (Matthew 6:9, Luke 11:9). When we pray, we are praying to God the Father through the Son, our “Mediator between God and men” (1 Timothy 2:5).


Does this mean we can’t pray just to Jesus? Although praying to God the Father in Jesus’ name appears to be the usual pattern in prayer (John 16:23, Ephesians 5:20), there are indications that prayer spoken directly to Jesus are also appropriate. Paul prayed to the Lord1 concerning “A thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me.” (2 Corinthians 12:8). As Stephen was being stoned, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59). The prayer “Our Lord, come!” in 1 Corinthians 16:22 is addressed to Jesus as is the prayer in Revelation 22:20, “Come, Lord Jesus!”


What about prayers to the Holy Spirit? We have no example of prayers to the Holy Spirit in the Bible. We do know that the Holy Spirit has a significant role in prayer. In Romans 8:26 it says, “The Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.” In Ephesians 6:18 and in Jude 1:20 we are also told to pray in the Spirit (being full of the Holy Spirit). As for praying directly to the Holy Spirit, there is nothing commanding us not to do so. But this is not the example we have from the Bible, and probably should not become our pattern during prayer.
What Are We To Pray About?

We know there are different forms of prayer. These were discussed in the “What is Prayer” section above, but will now be described in greater detail. There is an easy way to remember these different forms of prayer. It is by using the simple acronym “ACTS.”
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The A stands for adoration. Adoration sets the tone for the entire prayer. It reminds us who we are addressing, and whose presence we have entered. Jesus’ example prayer for us in Matthew 6:9 starts out, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.” We are to address 
God with adoration. “Hallowed” means holy or blessed. As we start praying we can adore God by recognizing any of hundreds of His divine attributes. Not only is God worthy of adoration, but by adoring Him in our prayers it softens our hearts and prepares us to listen to God.
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The C stands for confession. Again, in Jesus’ example prayer He tells us to say, “Forgive us our sins” (Luke 11:4). It is right for us to confess all known sin to the Lord and ask for His forgiveness. For sins we don’t remember or are unaware of, we can follow David’s example 
by praying, “Forgive my hidden faults” (Psalm 19:12). Sometimes confessing our sins to other trusted Christians can bring an assurance of forgiveness and encouragement to overcome sin as well. James 5:16 tells us, “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other.” The Bible tells us that “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Once we have confessed our sin, we can be assured that God has taken the sin away. We no longer must feel guilt or shame because Jesus has removed our sins and taken them upon Himself. Psalm 103:12 tells us, “As far as the east is from the west so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”

Along with asking God to forgive our sins, the Bible tells us to forgive the people who sin against us. Part way through the “Lord’s Prayer” it says, “Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us” (Luke 11:4). Likewise, in Mark 11:25 we read, “When you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.” Keeping unforgiveness in our heart against others is no small thing. It is a very serious problem. Our prayer life will be greatly hindered if we harbor unforgiveness and grudges toward others. Moreover, in Matthew 6:15 it says, “If you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”
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The T stands for thanksgiving. God is so good to us, and loves us more than we can ever imagine. He loved us enough to send His son to be crucified, so that we can have eternal life. We should thank Him for His gift of salvation and for the marvelous things he’s done in 
our lives. Philippians 4:6 says, “In everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. Thanksgiving, like every other aspect of prayer, should not be a mechanical mouthing to God, but sincere thankfulness from our heart. There is a difference between feeling grateful, and giving thanks. This is illustrated in the story of the ten lepers (Luke 17:11-19). All ten were likely grateful, but only one came back to give thanks to Jesus. In our prayers we must not forget to thank God for His many blessings in our lives.
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The S stands for supplication. Supplication basically means “request.” We should ask God for the things we need without any hesitation. However, we must always ask in accordance with God’s will. Philippians 4:6 tells us, “Present your requests to God.” 1 John 5:14 says, “If 
we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.” Jesus teaches us to ask for our “daily bread” (Matthew 6:11), “Lead us not into temptation,” and “Deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:13). And in all of these things, “Your will be done” (Matthew 6:10). We are definitely not limited to just these requests. Ephesians 6:18 says, “Pray…with all kinds of prayers and requests.” Below are just a few of the commands and examples, concerning prayer requests, which we find in the Bible.
“Pray for those who mistreat you.” (Luke 6:28)

“Pray to God that you will not do anything wrong.” (2 Corinthians 13:7)

“Pray that you will not fall into temptation.” (Luke 22:40)
“Always keep on praying for all the saints.” (Luke 6:18)
“Anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret what he says.” (1 CO 14:13)

“You do not have, because you do not ask God.” (James 4:2)
Pray for the Harvest (Matthew 9:38, Luke 10:2)

Pray for our national leaders in government and all those in authority (1 Timothy 2:1)

Pray for the church leaders and missionaries (Colossians 4:3-4, Ephesians 6:19)

Pray for the filling of the Holy Spirit in your life (Luke 11:13b)
Pray for wisdom from God (James 1:5)
Pray for healing (James 5:14)

Pray for a Christian brother who has sinned (1 John 5:16)

Prayer for the birth of a child (Genesis 25:21, Luke 1:13)

Prayer to remove evil spirits (Mark 9:28-29)
Prayer in the commissioning of missionaries and other church leaders (Acts 6:6, 13:2)
Prayer to remove “A thorn in my flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7)
Prayer to “Bless me,” “Enlarge my territory,” and “Keep me from harm…free from pain.” (1 CH 4:10)
How Does God Want Us To Pray?
1. We are to pray according to God’s will


In Matthew 6:10 Jesus teaches us to pray, “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Again in Matthew 26:39 when Jesus is praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, He prays, “Yet not as I will, but as You will.” Whenever we ask God for something, we need to be praying according to His will. When we don’t know God’s will for us concerning some request or decision, we are to ask with right motives, recognizing that God knows what is best for us, and asking Him to do what He has in mind for us, above what we want. Some Christians have objected to adding the phrase, “If it is Your will,” to our prayers, because they say it destroys our faith. Actually, adding such a phrase to our prayers expresses our will that God’s will be done in the matter, and shows no lack of faith. Besides it is the example Christ gives us. When we are unsure of God’s will in the matter, we should always pray, either explicitly, or in the attitude of our heart, “Yet not as I will, but as You will.”


There are many times when we already know God’s will concerning something, for God has revealed His will for many things through His Word. For example it says in James 1:5 to ask God for wisdom. Therefore it would be inappropriate to pray, “Lord, if it is Your will, give me wisdom from You.” We need not add, “If it is Your will,” for we already know it is God’s will to give us wisdom. The opposite mistake would be to pray for something already condemned in Scripture. For example, it would be inappropriate to pray, “Lord, is it your will that I marry Jane, even though she isn’t saved yet?” The Bible already says, “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers” (2 Corinthians 6:14). If you know that the Bible says this, then it would be improper to be asking God if you can marry her, because you already know that such a request is outside of His will.
2. We are to pray with faith that our prayers will be answered

Jesus told His disciples, “Whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith.” (Matthew 21:22 rsv) Faith is a big part of prayer. Mark 11:24 says, “Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” This involves faith on our part; faith which says, “I’ve asked for it, and if it’s the Lord’s will I’ll receive it, even though I don’t see it yet.” That’s what faith is: “Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1). When we ask God for something, we must have the faith that He is able to give it to us. What did the woman subject to bleeding, the two blind men in Matthew 9, the one thankful leper, and the crippled man in Acts 4 have in common? They had faith to be healed! We also see in James 5:15 that, “The prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up.” Whether we’re praying for healing for ourselves or another, or for anything at all, we must pray with faith which acknowledges God’s power to answer prayer, without doubting if He really will. James writes, “Ask in faith with no doubting” (James 1:6 rsv). Jesus wants us to pray with faith that our prayers will be answered, even before we see the results.
3. We are to pray with boldness, persistence, and earnestness

In Luke 11 Jesus teaches His disciples how to pray, and He tells them a parable about a man who had a friend come over in the middle of the night. In their culture, it would have been a gross oversight not to share food with a guest immediately. Having no food at all in his home, the man welcomes his guest, and then hurries desperately to his neighbor and asks him for some bread to set before the guest. The man’s neighbor says, “Don't bother me. The door is already locked, and my children are with me in bed. I can't get up and give you anything” (v. 7). The man keeps on banging on the door and asks again and again for the food. Jesus says, “I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man's boldness he will get up and give him as much as he needs. So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened (v. 8-10). This parable teaches us to pray boldly, earnestly, and persistently.

There is another parable describing such persistent prayer in Luke 18:2-5. Here there was a widow who was being harmed by her adversary. Her only hope was to have the local judge bring justice upon the situation. This judge, a corrupt man, ignores the widow at first. However, because of the widow’s persistence, the judge finally brought justice to her, so he could have some peace. The reason Jesus told this parable to his disciples was “To show them that they should always pray and not give up” (Luke 18:1). Usually we give up praying for things quite easily. We pray about something and then forget about it. It takes real persistence to pray something through to completion. When we are earnestly seeking God for an answer to a specific prayer, we will often have to repeat the same request many times. Paul asked three times that “A thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me” would be taken away from him (2 Corinthians 12:8). When He was in the garden of Gethsemane before his crucifixion, Jesus Himself prayed three times, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.” (Matthew 26:39-43). Our example from Scripture is that we are to pray the same request several times. Some Christians believe God wishes us to ask for something repeatedly to show our real desire and need. Just as parents don’t give their children a toy the first time they ask (because they know the child will forget all about that one and start asking for something else the next week), our Father in Heaven may wait for us to request something many times before He will give it to us. We may not know all of the reasons why God requires us to ask in this way, but we must still obey by praying persistently and earnestly.

This brings us to the question of how long we should pray. God calls some to be praying for great lengths of time. Such a man is someone like John Hyde, also known as “Praying Hyde.” God lead him to pray for hours at a time. Others, like Smith Wigglesworth, said he never prayed for more than a half hour. But he also said he never went for a half hour without praying. We can ask God how long our times of prayer should be. As a general rule, though, it appears that this generation of Christians has lost its focus on daily prayer. Christians living in today’s fast paced world do not make much time to pray (if at all). 1 Thessalonians 5:17 says, “Pray continually.” With many Christians in such a state of prayerlessness, it seems safe to say that we could stand to be praying much more than we are.
4. We are to pray with humility


James 4:10 says, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up.” Humility is the right attitude to have in praying to God, whereas pride will divide us away from God and hinder our prayer life. In Jesus’ parable about the Pharisee and the tax collector, (Luke 18:10-14) the proud Pharisee prays, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men – robbers, evildoers, adulterers – or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get” (v. 11-12). The tax collector humbly stood at a distance and “Would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ ” (v. 13). Jesus said that it was not the Pharisee’s prayer that was heard, but the tax collector’s (v. 14). True humility before God is necessary for effective prayer. God is not pleased to answer the prayers of the proud. 1 Peter 5:5 tells us, “Clothe yourselves with humility…because, ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’ "
5. We are to pray specifically

Too often our prayers to God are extremely vague and general. This is not the example we have from the Bible. The prayers recorded in Scripture include requests for very specific things. We can read the exact requests Paul prayed for the various churches and Christians he wrote to (Romans 1:10, Ephesians 1:18, 3:17-18, Philemon 1:6). All are prayers for definite and specific things.

We have to remember that prayer is talking with God. When we need to ask a person for something, we always ask specifically, and then we wait for an answer. We are supposed to do the same when we request something of God. When we are specific in our requests to God, we can readily see the answer to our prayer. If we were to pray, “Dear God, help me today, and bless all the missionaries, and help my parents be close to Jesus,” how do we know whether those requests were answered? It’s pretty hard to tell, because of the vagueness of the prayer. If you got sick that day, how do you know if God was “helping you?” If the missionaries went on a furlough, was that a “blessing?” If your parents were killed in a car accident, would they “be close to Jesus?” This is not to say that the previously mentioned prayer is bad in any way, but it could stand to be more specific. Now, there are some times when we have to pray rather generally because we do not have more specific information about the situation. There are also times when we may have to pray extremely quickly and vaguely, just like the time where Nehemiah offered a quick prayer “To the God of heaven” before answering the king in Nehemiah 2:4. In general though, our requests to God should be heartfelt, personal, and specific.
6. We are to pray with a listening heart


Why did Jesus put such an emphasis on privacy during prayer? Why go into your room and shut the door? When we are trying to make connection with God the ideal place to accomplish this is in a quiet area free of disruptions and diversions. For most people, almost any kind of noise can be a deadly distraction while trying to concentrate in prayer. Once we find a quiet place, we can focus our heart and mind on praying to God and listening back from him. Many Christians have set aside a certain place in their house to be a “prayer closet” where they can pray undisturbed. Your prayer room, whether it’s your own room, the basement, or the backyard, can become to you what the Garden of Gethsemane became for Jesus – a place to meet God and listen to Him.

We know that prayer is a conversation between us and God – a two-way conversation. Once we are done talking to someone, we customarily pause and wait for a response. In the same way, when we talk to God we need to pause periodically so that we are ready to listen if God wants to tell us something. Sometimes God will speak audibly, but most Christians say they usually “hear” God by Him “speaking to their heart” or “moving in their spirit.” We can sense God telling us things very clearly without it being audible. In a petition to God, King David prayed, “I wait for you, O LORD; you will answer, O Lord my God” (Psalm 38:15). God spoke in Bible times and He still speaks to us today. We need to keep a listening heart open to hearing the voice of God as we pray.
7. We are to pray with an obedient heart

Any unconfessed sin or pattern of sin in our lives will be a hindrance to our prayers. King David said, “If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened” (Psalm 66:18). Likewise, “If anyone turns a deaf ear to the law, even his prayers are detestable” (Proverbs 28:9). God appears not to be favorably disposed to listen to the prayers of those who are deliberately living disobedient lives. By contrast, “The prayer of the upright pleases Him” (Proverbs 15:8), and “The LORD is far from the wicked but he hears the prayer of the righteous” (Proverbs 15:29). God readily hears the prayers of those who live righteous and obedient lives. Peter writes, “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil” (1 Peter 3:12). Similarly Peter even warns husbands to, “Be considerate as you live with your wives…so that nothing will hinder your prayers” (1 Peter 3:7).

Now, all this should not be misunderstood. We do not need to live perfect lives in order for God to answer our prayers. If that were true, than the only person who would have his prayers answered would be Jesus. Through the blood of Christ our sins are forgiven and our consciences have been cleansed of our sinful acts (Hebrews 12:14, 1 John 1:7b). Yet we must not neglect the Biblical emphasis on living obedient and holy lives. Personal holiness and obedience will lead to increased effectiveness in prayer. “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and His ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil” (1 Peter 3:12).
8. We are not to make prayer a formality or ritual

Sometimes when we pray, we forget we are having a conversation. By no means should our conversation with God be light or casual. Our prayer is a conversation with God, in the sense that it should be personal as well as two-way. Occasionally we find ourselves hurriedly praying only in order to fulfill the requirement to pray. Or we might pray some traditional prayer we’ve memorized or use key phrases we’ve heard other Christians use before, all without actually talking with God. Payer should never feel like an assignment, formality, or ritual. Our prayers should be a time of joy, and of relief as we cast our burdens on God, as well as a time of intimacy as we praise God.
9. We have to know when to stop praying for a particular thing

How do we know when to stop praying for something? The most obvious way to tell when we can stop asking God for something is when He gives it to us. This was not so obvious to the group of believers who had gathered to pray for Peter, who was locked up in prison. “Peter knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer the door. When she recognized Peter's voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and exclaimed, ‘Peter is at the door!’ ‘You're out of your mind,’ they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they said, ‘It must be his angel.’ But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished (Acts 12:13-16). When God answers our prayers, let’s not be astonished or say, “It would have happened anyway.” Let us thank God for what He has given us.

God will also specifically tell us, “No” in answer to prayer requests. There is a story in 2 Corinthians 12:7 where Paul prayed to the Lord to remove a thorn in his flesh. To that request God answered, “No.” When we sense that God is telling us that He will not provide something we’ve asked for, there isn’t any reason for us to keep asking.

The third way we know when to stop asking for something, is when the “burden lifts.” Sometimes God will put a burden on our heart to be praying for something very particular. After praying about it for a while, God will give us a sense that the prayer is answered. There was once a man named Reese Howells who had a burden to be praying for a certain woman to accept Christ. After he felt that God had answered his prayer he was tempted by Satan to keep praying. Reese Howells said, “It was a conflict with not praying, as the adversary pressed the need of prayer; but it would have been a prayer of doubt.”2 Once the burden lifts, we should not continue to pray. 
10. We should pray alone and with others


The example we have from the Bible, is that we should pray alone as well as together with other believers. Daniel would pray alone to God three times a day (Daniel 6:10). Jesus Himself “Often withdrew to lonely places and prayed” (Luke 5:16). Jesus tells us, “When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you” (Matthew 6:6).

Christians also find strength in praying together with other believers. James 5:16 tells us, “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other.” There is also much power in corporate prayer. Jesus said, “I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 18:19-20). The early Christians prayed together on many occasions (see Acts 1:14, 1:24, 4:24, 6:6, 12:12, 20:36, 21:5). When Christians pray together there is often a wonderful unity which comes as brothers and sisters in the family of God pray to their Father. There is also a greater assurance of God’s will when two or more say they have heard the same things from God.
11. We can pray with fasting, singing songs, or quoting scripture

The Bible says we can sing songs of praise as we thank the Lord in our prayers. “Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Galatians 5:19-20).

There are times when we may want to quote Scripture in our prayers. The early Christians quoted Psalm 2:1-2 in their prayers for Peter and John (Acts 4:24-26).


The Bible also speaks of prayer in addition to fasting. Nehemiah, King David, Daniel, Paul, Barnabas, Jesus Himself, and many others in the Bible fasted, especially it seems in time of great distress or intense supplication before God. Wayne Grudem, in his book, Systematic Theology,3 lists six benefits of fasting, all of which affect our relationship with God. They are listed below.
1. Fasting increases our sense of humility and dependence on the Lord

2. Fasting allows us to give more attention to prayer

3. It is a continual reminder that, just as we sacrifice some personal comfort to the Lord by not eating, so we must sacrifice all of ourselves to Him.

4. Fasting is a good exercise in self-discipline

5. Fasting heightens spiritual and mental alertness and a sense of God’s presence as we focus less on the material things of this world
6. Fasting expresses earnestness and urgency in our prayers

Why Does God Want Us To Pray?


We are to pray not because God needs to find out what we need, for He already knows exactly what we need. Matthew 6:8 says, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask Him.” God wants us to pray so we express our trust in Him. And after God answers specific requests we’ve prayed, it increases our faith. Prayer also brings us into deeper fellowship with God.

But you may ask, “How do we know that prayer is truly effective?” There are well over a hundred examples in Scripture showing what prayer can accomplish. Just a few are listed below.

1. Abraham convinces God not to destroy Sodom if there are ten righteous people (Genesis 18:22-33)
2. God answers Isaac’s prayer for his wife to be healed of her barrenness (Genesis 25:21)
3. Moses persuades God not to destroy the Israelites (Exodus 32:10-14)
4. Amos beseeches God not to send plagues on Israel, and God grants his requests (Amos 7:1-6)
5. The early Christians’ prayers for miraculous signs and for boldness are answered (Acts 4:29-31)
6. Peter and John pray for the Christians of Samaria to receive the Holy Spirit, and they do (Acts 8:15)

7. Peter prays for Dorcas to come back from the dead, and she does (Acts 9:40)
8. God hears Cornelius’ prayer (Acts 10:39–It’s interesting to note that Cornelius isn’t even saved yet)

9. The church is earnestly praying to God for Peter, and Peter is miraculously set free (Acts 12:6-17)

10. Elijah prays it won’t rain and it doesn’t; he prays again that it will rain and it does (James 5:17-18)

Prayer was effective in Bible times, and it is just as effective today. Sadly, people don’t usually think to pray when a need arises. If they do, often it is their “last hope.” Prayer requests should not be our last desperate effort when all else fails. We can ask God right away for the things we need. James 4:2 tells us, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.”

Sometimes it can seem strange that God has a plan in mind for the way things are going to happen, and at the same time wants us to be praying for it to happen. Somehow both these things work together. The Bible does not explain exactly how this works, but we know that we still MUST pray. There is one other thing we know too. Ephesians 6:10-18 reminds us there is a war going on in this universe. This battle between angelic and demonic forces is not fought in the physical world, but in the spiritual world. Somehow this spiritual battle for human souls is influenced by our prayers, even though we know what the outcome of the battle will be – God will win and Jesus will victoriously take all those who believe in Him to Heaven.
All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, were taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version.
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