
“Of Religious Worship” 
(WCF 21.3-4) 

 
 
 

WCF 21.3  Prayer, with thanksgiving, being one special part of religious worship, is by 
God required of all men; and, that it may be accepted, it is to be made in the name of 
the Son, by the help of His Spirit, according to His will, with understanding, reverence, 
humility, fervency, faith, love, and perseverance; and, if vocal, in a known tongue.   
III.  Prayer is a special part of religious worship.   

A.  Who may pray?   
1.  Believers are commanded to pray.   

a.  “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:6).   

b.  “Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray 
and not to lose heart” (Luke 18:1).   

c.  “With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, 
be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints” (Eph. 6:18).   

 
2.  But so are unbelievers:   

a.  Unbelievers are bound to do everything God requires of believers.   
b.  The fact they can’t do these things doesn’t relieve them of responsibility.   
c.  It’s their own fault they’re in this situation, through Adam.   
d.  God views them as having eaten of the fruit.   

 
B.  How are we to pray so that God will accept us?   

1.  We are to offer thanksgiving for answered prayer.   
a.  “Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of 

thanksgiving” (Col. 4:2).   
b.  “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:6).   
 
2.  We are to pray in the name of Jesus.   

a.  “Whatever you ask in My name, that will I do, so that the Father may be 
glorified in the Son.  If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it” (John 
14:13-14).   

b.  “You also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy 
priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5).   

c.  Why do we need to pray in the name of Jesus?   
(i)  No one may approach the Lord after the Fall except through a mediator.   
(ii)  Jesus is the only Mediator God has provided:  “For there is one God, and 

one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5).   
(iii)  He provides the necessary merit.   
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3.  We are to pray with the help of the Holy Spirit.   
a.  “In the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to 

pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too 
deep for words” (Rom. 8:26).   

b.  “With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, 
be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints” (Eph. 6:18).   

c.  He is the power behind everything we do that is spiritual.   
 
4.  We are to pray according to the will of God.   

a.  “This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything 
according to His will, He hears us” (1 John 5:14).   

b.  If we are true believers, praying in the Spirit, we will desire God’s will:  
“Delight yourself in the LORD; and He will give you the desires of your heart” 
(Ps. 37:4).   

 
5.  We are to pray with understanding – with our minds engaged:   

a.  “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful” (1 Cor. 
14:14).   

b.  Ritualistic prayers won’t do:  “And when you are praying, do not use 
meaningless repetition as the Gentiles do, for they suppose that they will be 
heard for their many words.  So do not be like them; for your Father knows what 
you need before you ask Him” (Matt. 6:7-8).   

 
6.  We are to pray with the right state of heart:   

a.  Reverence:  “Guard your steps as you go to the house of God and draw near to 
listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools; for they do not know they are 
doing evil.  Do not be hasty in word or impulsive in thought to bring up a matter 
in the presence of God.  For God is in heaven and you are on the earth; therefore 
let your words be few” (Eccl. 5:1-2).   

b.  Humility:  “And Abraham replied, ‘Now behold, I have ventured to speak to the 
Lord, although I am but dust and ashes’” (Gen. 18:27).   

c.  Fervency:  “Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another so that you may be healed.  The effective prayer of a righteous man can 
accomplish much” (James 5:16).   

d.  Faith:   
(i)  “But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is 

like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.  For that man ought 
not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord” (James 1:6-7).   

(ii)  “Therefore I say to you, all things for which you pray and ask, believe that 
you have received them, and they will be granted you” (Mark 11:24).   

(iii)  How can we pray in faith?  We can only if there is a promise to base it on – 
it must be according to God’s will.   

 
e.  Love:  “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to 

those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose” (Rom. 
8:28).   
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f.  With the confession of our sins and with an attitude to forgive:  “And forgive us 
our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  And do not lead us into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For Yours is the kingdom and the power 
and the glory forever.  Amen.  For if you forgive others for their transgressions, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive others, 
then your Father will not forgive your transgressions” (Matt. 6:12-15).   

g.  Perseverance:  “With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and 
with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the 
saints” (Eph. 6:18; cf. Luke 18:1-7).   

 
7.  If we’re praying out loud, we are to pray in a known tongue.   

a.  “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful” (1 Cor. 
14:14).   

b.  “Otherwise if you bless in the spirit only, how will the one who fills the place of 
the ungifted say the ‘Amen’ at your giving of thanks, since he does not know 
what you are saying?” (v. 16).   

 
WCF 21.4  Prayer is to be made for things lawful, and for all sorts of men living, or 
that shall live hereafter; but not for the dead, not for those of whom it may be known 
that they have sinned the sin unto death.   
IV.  How do we know whether or not we may pray for something?   

A.  We may only pray for those things for which we have warrant in God’s Word.   
1.  God must tell us what we may ask for and what not:  “This is the confidence which 

we have before Him, that, if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us” (1 
John 5:14).   

2.  We may only learn this from His Word.   
 
B.  What does He tell us specifically in regard to our prayers for people?   

1.  We may pray for all who are now alive.   
a.  “First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, 

be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we 
may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Tim. 2:1-2).   

b.  We may pray for their salvation or for things they need, while subordinating all 
to God’s will and glory.   

 
2.  We may pray for those not yet born.   

a.  Jesus prayed for future believers:  “I do not ask on behalf of these alone, but for 
those also who believe in Me through their word” (John 17:20).   

b.  David prayed for the future of his house:  “Now therefore, may it please You to 
bless the house of Your servant, that it may continue forever before You.  For 
You, O Lord GOD, have spoken; and with Your blessing may the house of Your 
servant be blessed forever” (2 Sam. 7:29).   

c.  The Jews prayed for Ruth and Boaz’s future generations:  “All the people who 
were in the court, and the elders, said, ‘We are witnesses.  May the LORD make 
the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, both of whom 
built the house of Israel; and may you achieve wealth in Ephrathah and become 
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famous in Bethlehem.  Moreover, may your house be like the house of Perez 
whom Tamar bore to Judah, through the offspring which the LORD will give 
you by this young woman” (Ruth 4:11-12).   

 
3.  But we may not pray for the dead.   

a.  Why?  Their situation is set and cannot be changed:  “Then his servants said to 
him, ‘What is this thing that you have done?  While the child was alive, you 
fasted and wept; but when the child died, you arose and ate food.’  He said, 
‘While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept; for I said, “Who knows, the 
LORD may be gracious to me, that the child may live.”  But now he has died; 
why should I fast?  Can I bring him back again?  I will go to him, but he will not 
return to me” (2 Sam. 12:21-23).   

b.  If they are in heaven, they don’t need our prayers because they are blessed:  
“And I heard a voice from heaven, saying, ‘Write, “Blessed are the dead who 
die in the Lord from now on!”’ ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘so that they may rest from 
their labors, for their deeds follow with them’” (Rev. 14:13).   

c.  If they are in hell, our prayers cannot help them:  “But Abraham said, ‘Child, 
remember that during your life you received your good things, and likewise 
Lazarus bad things; but now he is being comforted here, and you are in agony.  
And besides all this, between us and you there is a great chasm fixed, so that 
those who wish to come over from here to you will not be able, and that none 
may cross over from there to us’” (Luke 16:25-26).   

 
4.  We may also not pray for those who have sinned the sin unto death.   

a.  “If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask 
and God will for him give life to those who commit sin not leading to death.  
There is a sin leading to death; I do not say that he should make request for this” 
(1 John 5:16).   

b.  What is a sin unto death?  Matthew Henry believes they are of two sorts:   
(i)  Those which bring physical death:   

(a)  Such as the sin Ananias and Sapphira committed when they lied to the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 5:1-10) and received God’s judgment.   

(b)  Or the sin some of the believers at Corinth committed when they did not 
treat the Lord’s Table as holy and so had become weak and sick, with 
many dying (1 Cor. 11:30), as the result of divine chastening (Heb. 12:6).   

 
(ii)  Those which bring spiritual death:  “Final impenitence and unbelief are 

infallibly to death eternal, as also a blaspheming of the Spirit of God in the 
testimony that he has given to Christ and his gospel, and a total apostasy from 
the light and convictive evidence of the truth of the Christian religion.  These 
are sins involving the guilt of everlasting death.”   


