
“What Is Prayer” 
(1 John 5:14-15) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  We’ve been looking at the means of grace.   
a.  The Word.   

(i)  The bread of life; food for the soul.   
(ii)  Jesus is the Living Word; His Spirit is the author; He communicates 

Himself through it.   
(iii)  The Word read and preached.   
(iv)  Remember, it doesn’t contain that grace, but the Spirit works through it.   

 
b.  The sacraments.   

(i)  Baptism.   
(a)  A sign and seal of regeneration:  it doesn’t effect it or guarantee it, but 

points to it.   
(b)  The mark of God’s ownership.   
(c)  The mark of our discipleship – dying to self, living to serve.   

 
(ii)  The Lord’s Supper.   

(a)  A memorial of Christ’s death: should stir us to thankfulness.   
(b)  A sign and seal of His body and blood – it is not His body and blood, it 

only points to it – to the grace He merited through His humanity.   
(c)  A communion with Christ through His Spirit.   
 

(iii)  Both do not contain grace; the Spirit works through them to give help.   
 

c.  The Lord gives us these to strengthen our faith.   
d.  Through them we receive the help of the Spirit.   

 
2.  Remember how important the Spirit’s help is.   

a.  Paul tells us to be filled with the Spirit:  “And do not get drunk with wine, for 
that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18).   

b.  The reason is that the more we are filled with His influence, the more we will 
be what we want to be:  like Christ, who was anointed with the Spirit above 
measure.   

c.  The way we get that help is through the means of grace.   
d.  That’s why we need to use them more.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’re going to look at the most accessible means of grace:  prayer.   
a.  Prayer is something we can do at all times and in all places.   

(i)  It’s something we can take with us wherever we go.   
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(ii)  We can continually be communing with God.   
(iii)  The only thing that stops us is our hearts.   

 
b.  Prayer is something that can never be taken away from us.   

(i)  Our Bibles can be taken away; they have from some in the past.   
(ii)  We can be denied worship, the sacraments.   
(iii)  But as long as we can think and breathe, we can pray.   

 
c.  Because of this, we may consider prayer the most important of the means.   
d.  Certainly, it is the most versatile and our greatest access to God’s help.   

 
2.  This evening, we’re going to look at what prayer is:   

a.  It is communicating our desires to God.   
b.  It is asking Him for things He has promised.   
c.  It is asking on the basis of what Christ has done:  in the name of Christ.   
d.  It should include the confession of our sins.   
e.  And thanksgiving for his mercies.   
f.  Then, we’ll close by looking at some other necessary characteristics.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, it is the communication of our desires to God.  John writes, “And this is the 
confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything.”   
1.  Prayer, as opposed to praise, is asking God for things.   

a.  Praise is something we give to God:  glory/credit that belongs to Him.   
b.  Prayer is something we ask of God.   

(i)  The word in the Greek (proseuch) means a petition, a request.   
(ii)  It is asking for the things we need or want from the only One who has the 

power to give them.   
 

2.  Our Catechism calls it “offering up our desires unto God.”   
a.  He won’t give us everything we might desire:  anything sinful, not in His will 

for us, not in His timing to give.   
b.  But He will give us certain things:  the help of His Spirit, strength over sin, 

help and recovery in sickness, providing for our needs, again in His time and 
according to His purpose.   

c.  But we must want it enough to ask, and we’ll see, enough to ask until we 
receive it.   

 
B.  This brings us to the second point:  prayer is asking Him for things He has promised 

to give us.   
1.  Again, “And this is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask 

anything according to His will, He hears us.  And if we know that He hears us in 
whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests which we have asked from 
Him.”   

2.  If God has promised to give us something in His Word if we ask for it, we can 
know that He will give it to us.   



3 

a.  God only promises to give us the things He wants us to have.   
b.  If we know already that He wants to give it to us, we don’t need to be afraid 

that He won’t give it.   
(i)  God promises to give us wisdom:  “But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him 

ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach, and it 
will be given to him” (James 1:5).  If we ask, He will give it.   

(ii)  He promises to give His Spirit:  “If you then, being evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more shall your heavenly Father give 
the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him” (Luke 11:13)?  If we ask, He will 
give Him.   

(iii)  God wants us to love Him and walk in His ways; He says He’ll discipline 
us if we don’t; therefore, if we ask for His help to do so, we know we’ll 
receive it – if we really want His help to do so.   

 
C.  But third, we need to remember that prayer is asking for these things in the name of 

Christ/through His mediation, on the basis of what He has done.   
1.  Jesus told His disciples that He was going to be crucified, but then be raised.   

a.  They would grieve, the world would rejoice when He was crucified.   
b.  But their grief would be turned into joy when He was raised.   
c.  He told them, “And in that day you will ask Me no question.  Truly, truly, I say 

to you, if you shall ask the Father for anything, He will give it to you in My 
name” (John 16:23).   

d.  He said, “Until now you have asked for nothing in My name; ask, and you will 
receive, that your joy may be made full” (v. 24).   

 
2.  When we pray, it must be on the basis of what Christ has done.   

a.  We can’t ask the Father for anything without some basis for so doing.   
b.  In other words, we can’t ask in our name, the name of the saints, or Mary, or 

anyone else, but Christ.   
c.  He alone is worthy to be heard.   
d.  He authorizes us to ask for the things He has promised in His name.   
e.  When we ask, He will give it.   

 
D.  But fourth, it must include the confession and repentance of our sins.   

1.  Isaiah wrote, “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not so short that it cannot save; neither 
is His ear so dull that it cannot hear.  But your iniquities have made a separation 
between you and your God, and your sins have hidden His face from you, so that 
He does not hear” (59:1-2).   
a.  If we don’t acknowledge and turn from our sins, He won’t hear us.   
b.  If we’re guilty and want to ask something for God or ourselves, the only prayer 

He wants to hear first is that of confession.   
 

2.  If we confess our sins and turn from them, He will hear us.   
a.  David writes, “I acknowledged my sin to You, and my iniquity I did not hide; I 

said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord’; and You forgave the guilt 
of my sin.  Selah.  Therefore, let everyone who is godly pray to You in a time 
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when You may be found; surely in a flood of great waters they shall not reach 
him” (Ps. 32:5-6).   

b.  That may be why we sometimes don’t see our prayers answered.   
 
E.  Fifth, it should also include thanking God for prayers previously answered.   

1.  Paul writes, “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.  If we don’t thank Him/give Him the credit/glorify Him, why should He answer 
us?   
a.  We often don’t want to help those who don’t acknowledge our sacrifice/service 

on their behalf.   
b.  God will often teach us to be grateful by withholding His blessing until we 

learn to be grateful.   
 
F.  Finally, here are a few more things we should be aware of as we pray:   

1.  We must pray persistently.   
a.  “Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to 

pray and not to lose heart, saying, ‘There was in a certain city a judge who did 
not fear God, and did not respect man.  And there was a widow in that city, and 
she kept coming to him, saying, “Give me legal protection from my opponent.”  
And for a while he was unwilling; but afterward he said to himself, “Even 
though I do not fear God nor respect man, yet because this widow bothers me, 
I will give her legal protection, lest by continually coming she wear me out.”’  
And the Lord said, ‘Hear what the unrighteous judge said; now shall not God 
bring about justice for His elect, who cry to Him day and night, and will He 
delay long over them?  I tell you that He will bring about justice for them 
speedily.  However, when the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the 
earth” (Luke 18:1-8)?   

b.  Sometimes the Lord will withhold the answer to prayer either to show us how 
much or how little we really want it.   

 
2.  Along the same lines, we must pray diligently:   

a.  Jesus said, “And I say to you, ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and you 
shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.  For everyone who asks, 
receives; and he who seeks, finds; and to him who knocks, it shall be opened” 
(Luke 11:9-10).   

b.  We must ask, but we must keep on asking.   
 
3.  We must pray with our minds and hearts engaged:   

a.  Jesus told His disciples, “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” (Matt. 6:7).   

b.  We need to make sure our prayers aren’t simply half-hearted memorized 
prayers, but prayers that come fervently from our hearts and intelligently from 
our minds.   
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4.  We must have a forgiving spirit:   
a.  We must be willing to forgive others, or we will not be forgiven, which we saw 

is necessary.   
b.  Jesus said, “And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything 

against anyone; so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you 
your transgressions” (Mark 11:25).   

c.  Solomon writes, “The Lord is far from the wicked, but He hears the prayer of 
the righteous” (Prov. 15:29).   

 
5.  We must be obedient:   

a.  If we constantly turn a deaf ear to God’s commandments, He will turn a deaf 
ear to our requests.   

b.  John writes, “Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence 
before God; and whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His 
commandments and do the things that are pleasing in His sight” (1 John 3:21-
22).   

 
6.  We must ask in faith:   

a.  The author to the Hebrews writes, “And without faith it is impossible to please 
Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a 
rewarder of those who seek Him” (11:6).   

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

 
7.  And finally, we must delight in God:   

a.  David writes, “Delight yourself in the Lord; and He will give you the desires of 
your heart” (Psalm 37:4).   

b.  This means that it’s only those who delight in Him, who are born again, who 
have His Spirit, who will be heard, for only they delight in Him.   

c.  But it also means that we must seek for God’s glory and delight in the things 
we ask, and not for our own glory and delight, otherwise our prayer is sin and 
won’t be heard.   

 
8.  Let us be encouraged to ask from the Lord the things we need in prayer, but 

prayer that is for what He has promised, on the basis of what Christ has done, 
turning from our sins, thanking Him for His mercies, with persistence, diligence, 
our minds and hearts engaged, and with a forgiving, obedient, believing and God 
loving and honoring spirit.  Amen.   


