
LECTURES TO MY STUDENTS

speaking to his Maker, and that it is only the man's defects ofeducation
which create his faults, and not any moral or spiritual vices of his heart.
The pleader in public must be in earnest; for a sleepy prayer - what can
be a worse preparation for a sermon? sleepy prayer ~ what can make
people more dislike going up to the house of God at all? Cast your
whole soul into the exercise. If ever your whole manhood was engaged
in anything, let it be in drawing near unto God in public. So pray, that
by a divine attraction, you draw the whole congregation with you up to
the throne of God. So pray, that by the power of the Holy Spirit resting
on you, you express the desires and thoughts of everyone present, and
stand as the one voice for the hundreds ofbeating hearts which are glow
ing with fervour before the throne of God.

Next to this, our prayers must be APPROPRiATE. Ido not say go into
every minute detail of the circumstances of the congregation. As I have
said before, there is no need to make the public prayer a gazette of the
week's events, or a register of the births, deaths, and marriages of your
people, but the general movements that have taken place in the congre
gation should be noted by the minister's careful heart.

He should bring the joys and sorrows of his people alike before the
throne of grace, and ask that the divine benediction may rest upon his
flock in all their movements, their exercises, engagements, and holy
enterprises, and that the forgiveness of God may be extended to their
shortcomings and innumerable sins.

Then, by way of negative canon, I should say,DO NOT LET YOUR PRAYER

BE LONG. I think it was John Macdonald who used to say. 'If you are in
the spirit ofprayer, do not be long, because other people will not be able
to keep pace with you in such unusual spirituality; and if you are not
in the spirit of prayer, do not be long, because you will then be sure to
weary the listeners.'

Livingstone saysofRobert Bruce ofEdinburgh, thefamous contempo
rary ofAndrew Melville, 'No man in his time spoke with such evidence
and power of the Spirit. No man had so many seals of conversion; yea,
many ofhis hearers thought no man, since the apostles, spake with such
power ... He was very short in prayer when others were present, but
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Our PublicPrayer

every sentence was like a strong bolt shot up to heaven. I have heard him
say that he wearied when others were long in prayer; but, being alone, he
spent much time in wrestling and prayer.'

A man may,on special occasions, ifhe be unusually moved and carried
out ofhimself, pray for twenty minutes in the long morning prayer, but
this should not often happen. My friend, Dr Charles Brown, ofEdinburgh,
lays it down, as a result of his deliberate judgment, that ten minutes is
the limit to which public prayer ought to be prolonged. Our Puritanic
forefathers used to pray for three-quarters of an hour, or more, but then
you must recollect that they did not know that they would ever have the
opportunity ofpraying again before an assembly,and therefore, took their
fill of it; and besides, people were not inclined in those days to quarrel
with the length of prayers or of sermons so much as they do nowadays.

You cannot pray too long in private. We do not limit you to ten minutes
there, or ten hours, or ten weeks ifyou like.The more you are on your knees
alone the better. We are now speaking ofthose public prayers which come
before or after the sermon, and for these ten minutes is a better limit than
fifteen. Only one in a thousand would complain ofyou for being too short,
while scores will murmur at your being wearisome in length. 'He prayed
me into a good frame ofmind,' George Whitefield once said ofa certain
preacher, 'and if he had stopped there, it would have been very well; but
he prayed me out ofit again by keeping on.'The abundant longsuffering
of God has been exemplified in his sparing some preachers, who have
been great sinners in this direction; they have done much injury to the
piety of God's people by their longwinded orations, and yet God, in his
mercy, has permitted them still to officiate in the sanctuary.

Alas! for those who have to listen to pastors who pray in public for
five-and-twenty minutes, and then ask God to forgive their 'shortcom
ings'! Do not be too long, for several reasons. First,because you weary
yourselves and the people; and secondly, because being too long in prayer
puts your people out ofheart for hearing the sermon. All those dry, dull,
prolix talkifications in prayer, do but blunt the attention, and the ear gets,
as it were, choked up. Nobody would think ofblocking up Ear-gate with
mud or stones when he meant to storm the gate. No, let the portal be
cleared that the battering-ram of the gospel may tell upon it when the
time comes to use it.
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